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Chapter One

The row of tall, narrow houses all in the same shade of ecru trailed up the gently sloping hill, with no end in sight. Everywhere in this well-kept neighbourhood left a seamlessly uniform impression, and Rika Machida had begun to feel as if she were circling round and round a single spot. The hangnail on the finger of her right hand, by now as cold as ice, was sticking right out.

It was the first time she’d got off at this stop on the Den-en-Toshi commuter line. Perhaps because it had been designed for car-owning families the streets of this suburban neighbourhood, commonly considered the ideal place to raise children, were unfeasibly wide. With the map on her smartphone for guidance, Rika found herself traipsing through the area surrounding the station, which was teeming with housewives out to buy groceries for the evening meal. It was still hard for her to swallow the fact that Reiko had settled down here. The place was all mass retailers, family diners, and DVD rental shops – she hadn’t passed a single bookshop that looked as if it had been there forever, or in fact any shop that appeared to be owned by an individual and not a corporation. There was not the slightest whiff of either culture or history.

The previous week, Rika had taken a day trip to a town on the southern island of Kyushu, to research a crime she was covering involving a young boy. The town had been overwhelmingly residential, with only the odd local supermarket and occasional sign for a cram school interrupting the sea of houses and apartment buildings. She’d passed a couple of high-school girls wearing skirts of a length she’d never seen in Tokyo. Walking alone through the neighbourhood, the kind of place she would never visit if it wasn’t for her work, Rika had felt her existence growing distant, as though her entire self, her entire life, were being erased.

At least here there was a place ready and waiting to welcome her, Rika told herself, in a bid to haul back her consciousness. With that, she set foot inside the shop, which she’d resolved would be the last she’d try. That scent unique to supermarkets of cool apples and wet cardboard enveloped her gently. At a stand on the supermarket floor, a middle-aged woman was frying meat on a hotplate, cutting it into bite-size pieces as she called out to customers in a high-pitched voice, entreating them to try it. Rika picked up one of the packs of pork on display. How long had it been since she’d looked at produce up close like this? The pretty pink-coloured meat and shining white fat jostled for place with each other, cool and moist.

She and Reiko had been texting since Rika had passed Futako-Tamagawa Station. Reiko had offered to come and meet her at the station, but Rika had said there was no need, and asked instead if there was anything that she could pick up on her way. That morning, Rika had returned home in the early hours and fallen into bed, sleeping till after lunch. She’d showered and worked on her preparatory report, then headed out to Shibuya for a meeting with a regular columnist. At some point, noticing the time with a start, she’d hurriedly brought the meeting to a close and leapt onto a train. There had been no time to go shopping. Reiko might have been a close friend, but their familiarity didn’t assuage Rika’s guilt about visiting her new marital home empty-handed. Reiko’s reply came immediately, along with a cartoon rabbit sticker – it seemed that after having given up work last year, her silly side had finally returned: If you’re sure, then would you bring me some butter if you can find it? There’s a shortage this winter, and I can’t get my hands on any. But if you can’t it really doesn’t matter! I’d rather you got here quickly.

The dairy section was bathed in a placid yellow light. On the bottom rack was an empty space about five shelves wide, with a notice taped in place: ‘Due to product shortages, supplies of butter are limited to one item per customer.’

Rika had been to three supermarkets now and in each one it had been the same story. Resigning herself to the reality of the situation, Rika picked up the richest, butteriest-looking margarine variety from the selection, and quickly made her way to the cash registers.

Reiko’s new house lay a five-minute walk from the station, on a gently sloping hill. The three-storey property, indistinguishable from those around it, had been designed to maximise space on the plot of land, no more than 100 square metres in size. The Toyota fitted so neatly into the parking space, it looked as though it had been made to measure. Alongside the front door was a line of planters with daisies, violas, and other kinds of flowers, while on the door hung an ivy wreath. This clear expression of Reiko’s personality reassured Rika. Pushing the button to the intercom, she found herself exhaling in relief.

‘Rika, you’re here! Wow, how long has it been?’

No sooner was the door opened than Reiko had bolted out in her apron and was hugging her. Rika returned the embrace, wrapping her arms around Reiko’s slender shoulders. At five foot five in height, Rika was significantly taller than petite, delicate Reiko, and when she hugged her, could encircle her fully with her long arms. The violet-like aroma that was Reiko’s signature scent rose up from her hair. Rika felt her eyes growing hot. Perhaps, she thought, perhaps without realising it I’ve been starved of these expressions of affection, of the warmth of another human body.

The intensity of the greeting wasn’t for show, either. The two friends had spent practically every day in each other’s company at university, but they were well into adulthood now, and six months had passed since they’d last seen one another. Even after Reiko had given up her job, the busy nature of Rika’s work made it hard to find time to meet. In theory, Rika had Tuesday and Wednesday to herself each week, but she didn’t know any of her colleagues who actually managed to take proper days off – except for maybe Kitamura, a junior member of staff. Today was a Wednesday, but she’d had a meeting with a columnist earlier, and after finishing up at Reiko’s she planned to go back to the office to do some research.

Rika could make out the aroma of dashi and melted cheese emanating from inside Reiko’s house, fusing with that scent of fresh wood characteristic of new-builds. Putting on the warm fabric house slippers that her friend laid out for her, allowing her trenchcoat to be hung up, she moved down the shiny, immaculate parquet flooring of the hall towards a room illuminated by a lambent orange light. The living room that led on to the kitchen was a very average sort of space, but thanks to the Liberty print sofas and curtains, the dresser and bookshelves of antique dark wood, and the collages on the wall by an artist Rika didn’t know, it had the feel of a cosy attic room. In fact, it reminded Rika of the apartment in Oyamadai where Reiko had previously lived by herself.

Rika rinsed her mouth and washed her hands at the bathroom sink, then wiped off her hands on one of numerous fluffy hand-towels that lay piled in a basket. Catching the delicate fragrance of fabric softener on the towels, Rika resolved to ask Reiko what brand she used – although it wasn’t the sort of thing that she’d usually notice.

‘I’m really sorry, Rei. Not only am I late, but all I could find was this.’ Rika took out of the supermarket bag the offending item, a packet labelled ‘Margarine Made With 50% Butter’, and held it out sheepishly to her friend.

‘Amazing! Thank you!’ Reiko smiled and moved to the fridge to put the margarine away. If she were being honest, Rika couldn’t really tell the difference between butter and margarine.

‘I went round and round all the supermarkets here, but there was no butter to be found . . .’

‘It’s like in The Story of Little Babaji! Going round and round and ending up as butter!’

Giggling to herself, Reiko skipped back to where Rika stood in the living room, where she pulled an illustrated book off the shelf, and held it out triumphantly. Now she saw it, Rika had the sense that she had, indeed, read the book back when she was in nursery, but only had the haziest recollection of it.

‘I’ve started buying picture books that I think might be good for the baby.’

The way that Reiko spoke made it seem as if her baby already existed in the world, Rika thought – as if they were all just waiting for it to appear in the room. It was the previous summer that the obstetrician had told Reiko it was likely that stress was to blame for the fact that two years into her marriage she still hadn’t conceived, and Reiko had promptly quit her job in the PR department of a major film production company, which was so hectic that even finding time to make medical appointments had been difficult.

Now Rika stole a sideways glance at her friend, who was leafing through the picture book with evident pleasure.

There were still no signs that she was pregnant, yet she had an aura of maternal calm about her. She seemed much more at ease than when she’d been working – not only was her skin now free of make-up and her hair glossy and lustrous, but her light brown eyes seemed to sparkle, and her lips had a petal-like fullness to them. Under her ditsy-print skirt, she wore navy leggings and woollen leg warmers, presumably to protect herself from the cold. Her outfit was incomparably more casual than anything she’d worn in her working days, but she still looked stylish, with a touch of Parisian chic about her. So tiny and girlish in her looks was she that it was hard to believe she was thirty-three, the same age as Rika herself. When Reiko had resolved to give up the job that she was so good at, Rika had thought it a waste. Not just that – her friend’s decision had produced in her a sense of loneliness and resentment that had left her sleepless. They had argued about it several times over the phone.

Peering over Reiko’s shoulder to read the picture book, Rika found herself transported back to their time at university, when she and Reiko had often shared textbooks in the lecture hall. While out walking in the jungle, the young boy, Little Babaji, encounters a group of four tigers who steal his clothes and possessions. In their new finery, the tigers become distracted arguing over which is the grandest. Forgetting all about Little Babaji, they begin snapping at one another, biting each other’s tails until they’ve formed a ring around a tree. Clamped together, they start chasing each other round and round, going so fast that they begin to melt into a yellow butter. Babaji’s father finds the butter and brings it home, and there the melted tigers are slathered on hotcakes, ending up in the Babaji family’s stomachs. This cruel turn of events is narrated with the utmost matter-of-factness.

‘Babaji’s family are quite merciless, don’t you think?’ said Reiko when they reached the end. ‘I feel a bit sorry for the tigers.’

‘What are you saying?’ responded Rika. ‘It’s the tigers who are to blame! They tried to eat Babaji first, remember? I think the moral is that you shouldn’t let your vanity make you so competitive that you’re driven to self-destruction.’

As the two were immersed in dissecting the book, the door opened.

‘Rika, you’re here already!’ said Ryōsuke. ‘Good to see you.’

It seemed to Rika unthinkably early for Reiko’s husband, who worked in the sales department of a medium-sized confectionery manufacturer, to be getting home from work. Ryōsuke had been a quarterback in the American Football team at college, and was exceptionally well-built. His most distinctive features were his eyes, which were always scrunched up into an amiable smile, and his rosy cheeks, like those of a small child. At first glance, he seemed like a person with whom Reiko would have little to talk about.

The pair had been brought together by the PR campaign for a film. Reiko’s company had commissioned Ryōsuke’s confectionery firm to make promotional tarts featuring the lead actress. In the meetings that followed, it was Reiko who’d taken a liking to him first. She’d known the first time she set eyes on him, she said – it had to be him. Ryōsuke was initially nonplussed by the way that Reiko, who seemed out of his league, had pursued him so intently, but had taken to her more introspective, innocent side. Having grown up in a rowdy family of five, to parents who got on well and together ran an izakaya in the part of Saitama where they lived, Ryōsuke had an open, laid-back way about him that alone was enough to attract Reiko. The itchy, jealous feelings that Rika had once harboured towards her friend’s spouse had by now died down – though it was true to say that when she’d seen Reiko in her wedding dress, Rika had felt as though a piece of her own self had been stolen away.

Reiko set down on the table a selection of large plates, each of a different design and glaze, and the meal began.

Bagna càuda with a plentiful variety of steamed winter vegetables and a rich anchovy sauce, thinly cut slices of warmed salt pork, a tofu and leek gratin, rice cooked in an earthenware pot with vegetables and chopped oysters, and miso soup – the dishes had a vitality to them which came from using only the freshest ingredients, and though the seasoning was unobtrusive, all the flavours had pleasing depth. Weren’t oysters supposed to be good for fertility? Rika thought as she brought to her lips a mouthful of rice enriched with soy sauce, whose smell put her in mind of the sea, shooting a glance over at her friend. She realised that she had more of an appetite than she could remember having in a long time, and that if this was largely owing to how delicious the food was, it was also in part to do with the way Ryōsuke ate, as if in a state of ecstasy.

‘It is okay to have seconds? This pork is unbelievably tender. Honestly, you could serve this in a restaurant.’ His eyes narrowed to threads of satisfaction, Ryōsuke held out his empty plate to his wife. Watching Reiko serving him her food with an air of great pride, Rika felt once again that she understood why Reiko had chosen him.

Suddenly she felt embarrassed about when she’d deemed the area bereft of culture earlier. They must have selected this neighbourhood together, planning their future based on Ryōsuke’s salary, prioritising safety and convenience. Reiko had no intention of relying on her family for any financial support.

‘I know people say this all the time, but this honestly makes me think I need a wife. You’re a lucky man, Ryōsuke.’

Rika felt genuine envy for Ryōsuke, who sat in front of her with a carefree smile. He seemed to exude such a sense of ease, his skin glowing and his expression relaxed.

At work, too, Rika noticed that the married men of the older generation had a certain leisurely quality about them, in spite of how busy their days were. It seemed that most of their wives were homemakers. Rika had never considered that kind of life for herself, but she could see the power such women bestowed upon their families. Every night, those women would clean out the toxins that had built up in their partners’ bodies and souls over the course of the day – toxins that, if left untouched for too long, would eat a person away. The elder male colleague of hers who had died unexpectedly at home last month had been single and lived alone. An image rose up in Rika’s mind of her own cold apartment which she hadn’t cleaned in some time – his had probably looked a lot like that. The apartment also closely resembled the one her father had inhabited by himself after his divorce.

‘You should bring your boyfriend along next time! I’ve still never met him, you know.’

Oh yeah, now you mention it, I do have a boyfriend – Rika suppressed a smile at her own train of thought. Makoto Fujimura worked in the literary publishing section of Rika’s company. Perhaps because they had started out as friends, their relationship was hardly what you could call romantic. During the week, the most they saw of one another was crossing paths in the corridor at work. All in all, they met maybe twice a month if they were lucky, when one of them stayed over at the other’s apartment. And yet Makoto was still an invaluable presence in her life, a person with whom to share life’s respective burdens, and she was grateful too for the well-judged distance between them.

‘Rika, what do you eat these days?’ Reiko asked. ‘Are you looking after yourself properly? You look like you’ve lost weight again. I was reading something the other day saying that the average calorie consumption of Japanese women today is lower than the levels recorded right after the Second World War.’

‘That wouldn’t surprise me. Honestly, I’ve neither the time nor the energy to cook. I don’t even own a rice cooker. I mean, what’d be the point, when I’d never use it? Most evenings I’m out entertaining bureaucrats, or else having dinner with someone whose story I’m covering.’

‘Entertaining bureaucrats, eh! I bet you get treated to all sorts of delicacies that mere mortals like us couldn’t even dream of,’ said Ryōsuke.

With this, Rika recalled the hours she’d spent the previous night in an expensive Ginza restaurant, where she’d been treated just like a waitress at a hostess bar whose job it was to entertain and flirt with men. Most bureaucrats would, from time to time, come up with a convenient ‘misinterpretation’ of the situation – would decide, for example, that a female journalist was approaching them not because she needed something to write about, but because she was attracted to them. The leek from the gratin, so soft and melting in its texture, suddenly tasted bitter in her mouth, and she switched topic.

‘I don’t understand anything about flavour, that’s the problem. My taste buds are like a child’s. I’m perfectly happy with convenience store bento boxes and curry from cheap restaurants.’

Food and fashion – the things that women were supposed to have a particular fondness for – had always left Rika indifferent. At her height, though, it was easy for her to look stocky, and she took care that her weight never exceeded 50 kilos. Perhaps that was in part the legacy of her mother, who had been very conscious of such things. Rika tried not to eat late at night. If she was entertaining clients and they ordered food, she only touched the vegetables and soup. In the convenience store outside the office that she went to twice a day, she went for healthy foods like yoghurt, salad and harusame noodles. She didn’t have the time to go to the gym, but she tried to walk everywhere she could. Her slim physique ensured that, despite not being a remarkable beauty, she would still be complimented, and that the fast fashion items she chose haphazardly suited her figure just fine. Rika was in an industry where maintaining one’s appearance tended to be rewarded with professional success. Back in her girls’ school, too, her long, narrow eyes and slender boy’s face had earned her many letters of admiration from younger girls.

‘I don’t think your sense of taste is lacking, Rika. Misaki always says that she didn’t have any time for proper cooking, but she did a far, far better job as a single mother than my parents managed as a pair.’

Reiko was on first-name terms with Rika’s mother, and referred to her affectionately as ‘Misaki’.

Rika’s parents had divorced soon after she’d started secondary school, and her mother took the split as an opportunity to take up co-ownership of a boutique that her friend had started up. She received no money from the divorce, and knowing they could expect no financial support from Rika’s father, her mother worked constantly. She’d never been a particularly talented cook, but while married to Rika’s father, she had tried to grace the dinner table with a variety of dishes. Once she began working, however, she turned to her daughter and said, ‘I’m sorry to ask this, but do you mind giving me a hand from now on?’ In response, Rika channelled all her energy into helping out. She made sure that the cleaning and washing was done before her mother got home from work, and would cook the rice and make the miso soup. When her mother got home after eight, she would bring a couple of deli items, which would form the main dishes for the pair’s late dinner. There may have been no elaborate home-cooked recipes, but neither was there any of the tense atmosphere that had prevailed when her father had been around. Many evenings they’d meet in a family diner to eat. Something about this way of life resembled being away at summer camp, an extension of going out with friends, which Rika liked. The sense that she was being relied upon built her confidence.

This rhythm they’d established had continued until Rika left home at the age of twenty-two. As her boutique began to grow in popularity, Rika’s mother went abroad more frequently to search out new products, and some months Rika spent more time with her grandparents in Okusawa than at home, but to this day she and her mother remained close. Rika hadn’t gone through a rebellious phase; she’d made all the decisions about her university studies and her future career alone, and seen them through. Her industrious mother, who was now over sixty, still worked on the shop floor in the second branch of the boutique in Jiyūgaoka.

Back in their university days, Reiko had often come over to cook in the Hatanodai apartment where Rika lived with her mother. Both Rika and her mother were astonished to discover what a good cook Reiko was. Even when making simple meals like ochazuke or pasta, her little additions of yuzu rind or salted lemon displayed her inventiveness, giving her dishes the sort of taste that made you want to take your time savouring them. The only child of the owners of a well-known hotel in Kanazawa, Reiko had a stubborn sense of aesthetics and a rebellious spirit that you would never have guessed at from her refined appearance. From Reiko’s childhood on, her parents had been de facto separated but continued to live under the same roof. Both openly had lovers, and neither of them had much time for their daughter. For Reiko, who had spent much of her childhood alongside their housekeeper whose cooking skills were, by her own admission, first-rate, ‘the taste of home’ meant a table clustered with exquisite decorative terrines and tiny dishes whose calorific contents had been perfectly calculated.

‘If I ever have a son or a daughter, I want them to grow up eating food and cakes that I’ve made,’ Reiko had said time and again. ‘I’m studying now so that when the time comes, I’ll be able to make the kind of healthy food that they’ll want to eat lots of.’

Their backgrounds may have been worlds apart, but Reiko and Rika shared the experience of holding, throughout their girlhoods, a sense of unease towards the kind of family that the rest of the world idealised. That might have been why, Rika thought, when their eyes had met in the enrolment ceremony, she’d summoned up the courage to speak to Reiko. Now Reiko looked up at Rika, face alive with curiosity.

‘Tell me about your work. Last time we spoke, you were trying to get permission to cover Manako Kajii. What happened with that?’

Manako Kajii was the suspect convicted in a case involving several suspicious deaths in Tokyo, and which had been creating a stir in the media for years now. Using a dating service specifically for people looking to get married, she had extorted money from a succession of men, and stood accused of killing three of them. Her blog, a string of descriptions of extravagant foods and other luxuries which she had kept updating right up until the day before her capture, had caused a sensation in the wake of her arrest. She had passed her time going to restaurants and ordering special dishes, and also took pride in her own abilities as a cook. The media never seemed to tire of her case, whose online aspect made it so very contemporary.

Kajii was currently in the Tokyo Detention House awaiting her retrial.

The case of Manako Kajii – or ‘Kajimana’ as she was known in the mass media – had intrigued Rika ever since her arrest. Rika had been part of a different news team at the time but the case had continued to niggle at her, and she was now approaching the age that Kajii had been at the time of her arrest. The election coverage she’d been involved with up until now was wrapping up, and it seemed that she would finally be able to start pursuing stories at her own discretion.

‘I bet Kajimana eats an absolute ton! That’s why she’s that huge. It’s a miracle that someone that fat could con so many people into wanting to marry her! Is her cooking that good, or what?’ Ryōsuke said.

A chill ran down Rika’s spine. She saw a frown flit across Reiko’s brow and then disappear. Reiko had always been even more sensitive to misogyny than Rika herself was. But it wasn’t that Ryōsuke was particularly insensitive. What he’d just given voice to was, Rika supposed, the standard response of the average man. The reason the case had garnered so much attention was that this woman, who had led several men around by the nose and maintained such a queenly presence in the courtroom, was neither young nor beautiful. From what Rika could see from the photographs, she weighed over 70 kilos.

‘Rather than trying to find a new lead in her case, what I’m interested in is the social background to it all. I feel that the whole case is steeped in intense misogyny. Everyone in it, from Kajimana herself to her victims and all the men involved, seems to have a deep-seated hatred of women. I don’t know whether I can really get that aspect across in a men’s weekly magazine like ours, but I want to try. I’ve written to her several times, though, and had no response. I’ve even been to Tokyo Detention House twice in person, but it seems she has no intention of meeting me.’

—I’ve been lonely so long that if I can find a woman to take care of me when I’m old, I don’t really care how ugly she is.

—I don’t care who she is, so long as she’s the domestic type who’ll make me dinner.

—She might be fat, but she’s a real cosseted princess-type. There’s something unworldly and untouched about her.

All three victims had come out with statements like these to the people close to them while they’d been still alive. They clearly had a powerful need for Kajii, and had presented her with significant sums of money, and yet in the presence of third parties, had repeatedly made disdainful statements about her. In court, the prosecution had thrown considerations such as alibis and solid evidence to the wind in order to launch attacks on Kajii’s concept of chastity, so their line of argument veered about wildly, and the trial had made slow, painstaking progress. One of the witnesses, a female care-worker for the elderly, was interrogated in a manner that many felt to be sexual harassment. The debate around the case was split down gender lines. Something that a prominent male critic had said on the topic had been deemed misogynist, and he had eventually been forced to apologise.

‘The last victim – what was his name again? You know, the guy who was kind of famous in online otaku circles? Just before he was run over by the train, he’d eaten beef stew that Manako Kajii had cooked for him. I wonder if that was something she learned to make at that French cooking school – what’s it called again? Oh yes, Le Salon de Miyuko!’

It seemed from the information she had at her disposal as though Reiko had been avidly reading up on the case, both in the weekly magazines and online. She liked to have her finger on the pulse, keeping up to date with the latest news and trends, and she was also the industrious, diligent type, with a passion for research. At university she had consistently been top of her class.

Le Salon de Miyuko was a women-only cooking school that was well known among a certain social elite. It had been set up by Miyuko Sasazuka, wife of Mr Sasazuka, the owner-chef of the famous French Restaurant Balzac in the affluent Nishi-Azabu district of Tokyo. On Balzac’s day off, Miyuko Sasazuka, who herself worked in the restaurant with her husband, took over the premises to run the cooking school, whose selling point was that its students not only had full run of the Balzac kitchen, including the professional ovens and cooking equipment used by its chefs, but would cook with the restaurant’s finest-quality ingredients. At 15,000 yen a lesson, the fees for the thrice-monthly classes were far from cheap, and a year’s attendance would set you back over 500,000 yen. Nor did graduating from the course give students any kind of certification, or ability to turn professional. The classes were rather like an extremely opulent pastime, permitted only to wealthy housewives and women with high salaries. Up until two months before her arrest, Manako Kajii had been avidly attending the school, with her fees paid for by one of her victims. A quick search on the internet soon yielded a group photograph from the Salon, showing Kajii standing with the other students. Among that group of stylish women attired with impeccable taste, Kajii, in a tight-fitting dress that accentuated her voluptuous figure and would have been more suitable for a ritzy date than a cooking school, stood out like a sore thumb. Now, after being hounded by the press, the cooking school was on a break.

‘Yes, apparently right before the victim died he sent a text to his mother: My girlfriend made me beef stew! It was delicious. Remember the argument of Kajii’s lawyer in court: would a woman who’d spend all that time cooking up a delicious beef stew for her lover really push that same man in front of a train? Listen, Rika, next time you write to her, why don’t you try asking her if she’ll share the recipe with you? I bet she’ll agree to meet you after that.’

Rika blinked. The idea had never even occurred to her. Back in her time working in PR, Reiko had often used her thoughtfulness, humour and talent for conceiving of unexpected gifts to win over difficult film directors, talent agency presidents and sponsors, and bring them round to her way of seeing things.

‘Women who love to cook are so delighted when someone asks them for a recipe that they’ll tell you all kinds of things you haven’t asked for along with it. It’s a law of nature. I’m exactly the same.’

‘It’s true, you know,’ Ryōsuke piped up. ‘A little while ago one of my colleagues came round with his wife and kids, and was really impressed by the shūmai that Reiko made. So Reiko started telling him in detail how to make them, the kinds of steamer you need and all this. She got so carried away that he was quite taken aback,’ he said, laughing.

‘Hey, Ryō, I wouldn’t mind going to Le Salon de Miyuko one day . . .’

‘Not on my kind of salary, I’m afraid!’

Dessert was home-made candied chestnuts, chiffon cake baked with amazake and rice flour, and cups of gingery chai. Biting into the cake, Rika discovered that it was perfectly fluffy, with a pleasing springiness and bite to it. Yet when she widened her eyes and sang its praises, Reiko frowned remorsefully.

‘What with Christmas coming up, I wanted to make a thick buttercream bûche de Noël, but of course without any butter that’s off the table. Rika had a look as well, Ryō, but it seems like there really isn’t any to be found around here. At this rate, pound cakes and sponges won’t be on the menu for a while. We’re left with chiffon cake, I guess: it’s about the only thing you can make with rapeseed oil.’

‘But this is so dense and squidgy, even without it! It’s great. It looks like the butter shortage is going to drag on, anyway. They’re saying that with the heat last summer, lots of dairy cows got mastitis, and that’s what’s causing it. But this is after they forecast a supply shortage, and imported a load at the last minute as an emergency measure. So where’s it all got to? I wonder. Saying that, though, there are fewer and fewer dairy farmers in Japan these days. I’m guessing that there’ll come a time in the future when we’ll just import all our dairy products from overseas. In any case, it’s a real blow for a small company like ours.’

As she listened to Ryōsuke and made the appropriate responses, Rika recalled that Manako Kajii had a soft spot for butter. Rika’s interest in food was so limited that she’d only skimmed Kajii’s blog, but she did remember that Kajii had gone on and on about expensive brands of butter. Come to think of it, there’d been a discussion in court about how Kajii had taken one of her victim’s credit cards and used it to buy numerous packets of butter costing nearly 2,000 yen a pop. Kajii had grown up in Niigata, surrounded by dairy farms, so maybe that explained her pickiness. Her fixation had been thoroughly mocked online, with people making comments like, ‘No wonder she’s that big if she eats so much butter’, and, ‘It wouldn’t surprise me if she used her sticks of butter for you know what . . .’

Just past nine, Rika said her goodbyes, politely rebuffing the pair’s entreaties for her to stay longer, to sleep over and leave in the morning. With the onigiri made of the oyster-and-vegetable rice and the piece of chiffon cake wrapped in clingfilm that Reiko had handed her tucked inside her bag, Rika headed for the office.

I only want to spend my time with people who know the real thing when they see it. People who truly understand the value of the real thing are few and far between. These kinds of lines appeared frequently in Manako Kajii’s blog. Someone who knew the real thing when they saw it – surely it was hard to find anyone that applied to better than Reiko, thought Rika. In front of the ticket gates, Rika turned around and looked back once more at the neighbourhood. The cluster of lights from the new houses leading up the hill now seemed to her warm and inviting. When she reached for her train pass, she noticed that her fingertips looked less dry than earlier, and her hangnail less severe.

‘By focusing solely on the question of whether the victim was wrong to permit or encourage the taking of the photographs, the revenge porn debate has swung way off course. So long as we keep up this culture of victim-blaming, these kinds of cases will continue to happen.’

The speaker’s black-suited forearms flung out haphazardly across the panellists’ bench were unusually long. His greying cheeks were drawn, his dark hair was speckled with white, and his eyes, so googly that they seemed ready to drop out at any minute, were cushioned by unhealthy looking black bags. He was hardly what you’d call a dreamboat. And yet, every time his fierce expression relaxed a little, every time his Adam’s apple travelled up his long neck, Rika would find herself fixed on the sight of him. Here he was on a morning chat show, speaking about the case where an office worker from Hamamatsuchō had been strangled to death after naked photographs of her were leaked online by her ex-boyfriend.

‘Oh, Shinoi’s doing these kinds of programmes now, is he?’ came a voice from behind her.

It was her colleague Kitamura, four years her junior. ‘I suppose that, despite that gangster face of his, he’s got a sexy aura. For a man in his mid-forties, his opinions are pretty sympathetic to women, so he probably goes down well with housewives. And he’s in good shape for his age.’

‘You think?’ said Rika, doing her best to look as disinterested as possible as she smiled and looked away from the screen, picking up the remote that lay on the old sofa.

Yoshinori Shinoi, a senior editor at a major news agency who had recently become a household name thanks to his media appearances, had been a well-known figure to everyone in Rika’s department for a good while, having long been prized as a go-to person for opinions on various issues. The space she and Kitamura were now in, with its battered corner sofa and TV, was the perfect place for taking a breather. You could even have a quick nap there, if you weren’t bothered about being caught in the act. Looking up at the walls stained yellow from the nicotine that escaped the door of the smoking room directly ahead of her, Rika turned down the sound of the TV.

Within the offices of Shūmeisha, one of Japan’s biggest publishing companies, the only department with a smoking room was this one: that of the Shūmei Weekly. This meant that the heavy smokers from other departments such as books and sales would all come here especially, and the footfall was high. The only time you could truly zone out around here was on mornings like these, when there were few people around. Rika had come into the office early, but sitting on the sofa, she found herself losing any sense of urgency. She took an onigiri, this morning’s breakfast, out of the convenience store plastic bag and unwrapped its cellophane coating. She’d asked the cashier to microwave it for her, and the rice was still pleasantly warm. While inspecting the wide variety of onigiri lining the shelves of the convenience store, much as she always did, Rika found herself pining for the meal Reiko had cooked for her last week, including the oyster-and-vegetable rice, and her hand had grasped the takikomi onigiri, a variety she never usually chose.

‘On the subject of this Hamamatsuchō revenge-porn case . . . Our scoop that the suspect had engaged in stalkerish behaviour towards two of his exes but not been prosecuted for it came via you, right? You were the first to point that out.’

Kitamura was settling himself down beside Rika on the sofa, addressing her chummily as if they were friends at school. His fitted striped shirt clung to his slim figure, which showed not a trace of spare flesh, and his dyed flax-brown hair suited his pale skin. He had the air of a pampered princess, and indeed, he got more sleep than anyone else around here, neither drank nor smoked, and was the first to get round to the books and films that people were raving about. He had a nonchalant ease about him and his perspective on matters was roundly neutral. Not only did he never get angry, but he never got ill either, so his presence was much treasured by the company, despite his lack of professional zeal.

‘Oh, that was just a fluke,’ replied Rika. ‘Man, I can’t face the editorial meeting today! I’ve got nothing remotely decent to bring. Whenever I think I’ve landed a scoop, it gets leaked online.’

‘I wouldn’t worry about it. With an old-man paper like ours, we’re guaranteed to keep selling copies so long as we keep featuring articles about warding off inheritance tax and cancer. We’re just here to keep things ticking over. It’s about time we started running articles like “Ten Ways to Keep Having Sex Until You Die”.’

It was a Thursday, the day when all the journalists revealed the scoops they’d landed and the stories they wanted to cover in the upcoming issue. On Friday, the editors would announce the line-up for the magazine accordingly, and the weekend would be spent doing the necessary coverage and writing up drafts in time for Monday’s deadline. This week-long circuit, which felt a lot like sprinting round a running track, was repeated four times a month, which was to say forty-eight times a year. Having worked at the company for a decade now, this rhythm was steeped into Rika’s body, and whether she was waking or sleeping, she couldn’t rid herself of the sensation of running its course. Of the seventy members of the magazine team, ten were photographers, eight were admin, eleven were on the editorial desk, and the rest were journalists. Rika was the sole female journalist who was also a permanent-contract employee. Of the four other women who had joined the company at the same time as her, two had requested to be transferred to other departments, and two had left for health reasons. The women who had joined the company before her and shown her around had married and moved to other departments: books or sales. The job was impossible to manage alongside pregnancy and childcare, unless you had magical powers.

‘If you keep landing scoops as you are doing, I wouldn’t be surprised if Rika Machida became the first woman on the Shūmei Weekly editorial desk. That’d be so great.’

At the Shūmei Weekly, the task of writing up the journalists’ reports into publishable articles was exclusively the work of the editorial desk. It was Rika’s goal to one day have something printed that she’d written with her own hand.

‘What are you saying, Kitamura? I know you’re not remotely jealous.’

Kitamura’s lack of professional ambition concerning anything other than shaving as many seconds as he could off the time he spent at work was so brazen that by this stage everybody practically respected him for it. He might not have come up with stories of his own, but this also ensured he had no emotional attachment towards what he was covering. As a result his work was accurate, and he got it done quicker than anybody else. Though today, for once, it seemed as though there was something he wanted to say.

‘The scoops that you come up with are pretty wide in scope, from arts to sports, and there’s no pattern to them. This might sound rude, but from what I’ve seen, however frequently female journalists meet with police and bureaucrats, they seem to find it hard to get those guys to open up, however attractive they’re seen to be. The relationship between the weekly magazine journalists and their sources is a thoroughly homosocial one, and it’s been that way basically since the Second World War. Female journalists put in the same amount of time and energy as their male counterparts, but it’s the men who are trusted, and the women’s stories get snapped up by them as a result . . .’

Despite superficial similarities, the rice of the onigiri had none of the fragrance or the depth of flavour of Reiko’s. Rika could feel its warmth on her tongue, yet as soon as the rice moved down her throat, a coldness spread out through her body. She washed the onigiri down with bottled green tea, driving out the grains caught behind her teeth with a pointed tongue.

In the corner of her vision, Shinoi was nodding at the presenter.

‘If you’re managing to line up so many scoops, you must have a pretty amazing source. Though I guess you’re not about to reveal it to me.’

There was no way, Rika told herself, that someone like Kitamura could have figured it out. Even if he had, there was a limit to how interested he’d be. Not letting her smile slip, she met Kitamura’s light-coloured eyes. In this industry, a casual utterance, a misjudged confidence, could cost you your life. Ensuring that your true feelings were well masked, inspecting each and every one of your actions and keeping yourself in check became a matter of habit.

‘Um, excuse me, Ms Machida? Do you have plans to get rid of this box any time soon?’

It was Yū Uchimura, a university student who worked at the office part-time, the irritation in her voice palpable. Now it had been determined that Yū would be joining the company full-time next year, the restraint she’d previously shown had disappeared. Grateful for the interruption, Rika stood up and turned her back on Kitamura.

‘Oh, sorry! I’ll get it sent over to my place soon.’

Racing over to her desk, she pushed the cardboard box that was sticking out into the aisle back underneath her desk, and sat down at her chair. As it turned out, when three years’ worth of the blog was printed out, it accounted for a whole boxful of paper. The entries were lengthy, and Manako Kajii updated her blog several times a day, so the volume quickly mounted up. The blog had now been deleted, but one of her sources had saved a copy and that was how Rika had come to have it. She took five days’ worth out of the box and flicked through it. Kajii’s life, whose days were spent shopping and eating, seemed to float free from the constraints of ordinary people’s lives, like that of an aristocrat. There were countless descriptions of the types of confectionery and wines considered the best that money could buy, endless lists of famous shops and restaurants in central Tokyo: Sembikiya, the New York Grill, Joël Robuchon, Nadaman, Maxim’s de Paris, L’écrin . . . All of them were such traditional, established choices that even Rika had heard of them, which gave the blog’s contents the feel of having been sponged from someone else, even when Kajii was ostensibly recording her own impressions. However many times Rika passed her eyes over the text, it wouldn’t sink in.

Manako Kajii had been born in Fuchū, Tokyo in 1980. When it was decided that her father would help out his own father with his property business, the family had moved to Yasudamachi in Niigata. Kajii’s mother taught flower arranging. Along with her sister, seven years her junior, Kajii had been brought up in relative affluence. She moved to Tokyo for university, but dropped out after three months. From that point on, she had been living in Fudō-mae in Shinagawa, taking no fixed employment and instead making her living as a professional mistress, protected by the peculiar network of rich, older men she’d established. She had been arrested in 2013, on suspicion of committing three murders that had taken place over the course of roughly six months. All of the victims were single men between forty and seventy, based in the capital, whom she had met through dating sites, and who were serious about marrying her. In response to Kajii’s requests for money – the fees for her cooking school, medical costs for a family member who’d injured themselves, and so on – they’d handed over handsome sums of cash. Their various causes of death – an overdose of sleeping pills, drowning in the bathtub, falling in front of a train – could all be read as either suicide or sheer accident, but the deciding factor in Kajii’s arrest had been the emergence of the information that in each case, she’d been with them right up until their deaths. She was also being tried for five charges of fraud. Despite a lack of concrete evidence for any of the charges against her, Kajii had been sentenced to life imprisonment, the jury apparently convinced by the prosecution’s questionable psychologising. Kajii had appealed the decision that same day, and was currently in Tokyo Detention House, awaiting her retrial next spring. She was well known for refusing to meet anyone from the press, and was apparently particularly icy towards female journalists.

What the public found most alarming, even more than Kajii’s lack of beauty, was the fact that she was not thin. Women appeared to find this aspect of the case profoundly disturbing, while in men it elicited an extraordinary display of hatred and vitriol. From early childhood, everyone had had it drummed into them that if a woman wasn’t slim, she wasn’t worth bothering with. The decision not to lose weight and remain plus-sized was one that demanded considerable resolve.

And yet, Kajii had given herself that permission. Ignoring other people’s yardsticks, she had decided that she was enough as a woman. To be treated well, to be adored, to be showered with presents and affection, and to eschew that which she disliked, including work and group socialising – she went on demanding these things as though they were perfectly within her rights, and as a result, she had carved out for herself an environment she found comfortable, in which she could live apart from the world. It was this accomplishment, more than the close to 100 million yen she had managed to extract from various men, that seemed to Rika deserving of admiration. In principle, all women should give themselves permission to demand good treatment, but the world made doing so profoundly difficult. The women labelled ‘the highly successful ones’ whom Rika encountered through her work showed that ever so clearly. All of them seemed terrified of something. They reined themselves in to a degree that verged on asceticism, were abnormally modest, and seemed desperate to protect themselves. Rika herself, however much she was praised by others, however highly her work was esteemed, was unable to feel satisfaction with any aspect of her own self. On the nights when her confidence failed her, and she was struck by the urge to call Makoto and ask him to come over, she would keep herself in check, telling herself that she wouldn’t get away with being so demanding. Even Reiko, who now seemed at peace, had been highly strung when she was younger, and struggled with social situations. She’d rarely had relationships. The fact that both Rika and Reiko had low self-esteem and found it difficult to rely on men perhaps had something to do with their relationships with their fathers. Manako Kajii, on the other hand, had adored her father – who had passed away several years ago – as if he were a lover, and was said to have been very close to him.

That said, Rika also understood the sense of loneliness and wretchedness shared by those who had been deceived by Kajii. She had no intention of aligning herself with such a woman, or driving nails into the coffin of those who were already dead. Her recent experience at Reiko’s had reminded Rika of just how much comfort the thoughtfulness and home-made food of another person could bring to a tired body and dried-up heart. She could understand thinking that a person’s appearance and personality didn’t matter, that it didn’t even matter if you were being deceived – that you just wanted a soft, warm-bodied member of the opposite sex to call your own. And yet, she thought, and yet . . . But when Rika tried to carry her train of thought any further, she brushed up against a rough, sore sensation like running her fingertips across sandpaper. It seemed that an anger she’d forgotten about for so long, kept sealed up all this time, was peeping through a crack in her skin. She didn’t know who the bad feeling was directed towards. Was it contemporary society she was angry with, for still demanding that women be good around the house as a matter of course? She herself never cooked a meal for a man, and had never been asked to do so either, and yet . . .

Rika turned over the envelope lying on her desk where she imagined Yū had tossed it, light as a petal, and stifled a shriek. On the reverse of the envelope was printed the address of Tokyo Detention House. The letter was from Manako Kajii – it had to be. Until now, she’d not received a single letter from her, and yet Rika felt certain. Making sure that nobody was watching, she used a letter opener on the envelope. Inside was a single pale-pink sheet of paper.

You seem different from other journalists. I’d be happy to meet you. Feel free to come and see me whenever suits you. Regards.

That was all the note said. Rika could see the stamp from the prison censor. Kajii’s handwriting was mesmerisingly neat, with a rhythmical, fluid quality to it. ‘She has beautiful writing’, several people who knew her had testified – and, truly, she did. Rika’s heart was thumping in her chest. She swallowed the impulse to make a noise. The room around her grew white and hazy. What had happened to bring this about? She recalled the letter she’d written to Kajii last week – one of several she’d already written. The only difference from her earlier missives was that, as Reiko had advised, she’d added a postscript at the bottom of the letter:

P.S. I’m really curious about the recipe for the beef stew that you made for Mr Yamamura. I’d be delighted if you’d share it with me.

On her phone, Rika checked the visiting hours for Tokyo Detention House: 8 a.m. to 4 p.m., with an hour break for lunch. If she left now, she’d get there by ten. She had no guarantee that Kajii would meet her, yet she felt she couldn’t bear to be still.

‘I’ll be back in time for the meeting!’ she called out to Kitamura and Yū, sticking her arms into her trenchcoat as she rushed out of the office.

Tensing her skin against the biting wind, she hurried towards Kagurazaka Station. Was she better aiming for Ayase or Kosuge Station? After deliberating a moment, she decided to change onto the Chiyoda Line at Otemachi and get off at Ayase. Once past Kita-Senju Station, the train emerged above ground, and light flooded the carriage. Past the bridge over the Arakawa river, the enormous Detention House building came into view: four towers arranged concentrically around a central tower with a lift running up and down. Seen from above, it resembled a bat with spread wings. Rika got out at Ayase Station and hailed a taxi.

The Ayase river, once known as the dirtiest in all Japan, had been cleaned up considerably. Even with the windows open and the breeze rushing in, there was no nasty stench. The taxi crossed the river, drove in a semicircle around the Detention House, and headed towards the visitors’ entrance. This part of Tokyo had a melancholy feel to it, but it wasn’t bleak. There were houses and apartment blocks dotted around with washing strung up outside, and in a park next to the Detention House, mothers and children were laughing and playing together. Opposite the gate, a grassy riverbank stretched on and on, and beyond the Arakawa river you could see Tokyo Skytree glinting. Rika got out of the taxi, passed through the prison gates staffed by security personnel, and hastened up the slope that led inside. Because many of the prisoners awaiting trial had considerable social influence, the buildings were fitted with cutting-edge technological equipment. Rika filled in the visitor form on the ground floor, and waited for the number on the piece of paper in her hand to be called.

Thirty minutes later, her number appeared on a screen, and was announced over a loudspeaker. Entrusting all her possessions save a pen and notepad to a member of staff, she passed through the metal detectors, then walked down a long corridor towards the brightly illuminated hall with lifts that connected the various parts of the building. When the lift doors opened, Rika found her way to the room with the number she’d been given. Opening the door, she found a small room partitioned by an acrylic screen. On the opposite side of the screen stood a single chair. As she sat down gingerly on the metal chair on her side of the screen, it occurred to Rika that at this very moment, she was being watched by Manako Kajii from outside the room. She felt her whole body tense up at the thought. It was now that Kajii would decide whether or not to meet her visitor. The nerves that came from being sized up by a prisoner were something that Rika could never get used to, however many times she experienced them.

‘Sorry to keep you waiting.’ Kajii entered the room accompanied by a male prison officer.

With her plump hands clasped in front of her waist, she bowed in Rika’s direction. Her high-pitched voice had a sugary sweetness to it. There was something intensely graceful about her entrance, as though the curtains had been raised and the princess had emerged to present herself, which felt at odds with the bleakness of the setting.

‘It’s great to meet you. I’m Rika Machida, a journalist on the Shūmei Weekly. I came straight away when I got your letter. Thank you for taking the time to see me.’

The woman settled herself down on the chair on the other side of the acrylic screen. The prison officer waited behind her.

‘Nice to meet you. I’m Manako Kajii.’

She’s not that ugly, or that fat, either . . .

Taking extreme care not to be rude, Rika observed the woman opposite her. She may have spent most of her time alone in her cell, but perhaps owing to the three calorie-controlled meals a day that she was served at set times and the regular exercise she was encouraged to take, she looked considerably slimmer than at the time of her arrest. Ample she may have been, but she was small in stature, meaning the impression she gave was not an imposing one. She had a feminine quality to her, and it was only her dark eyebrows on the verge of joining in the middle and her big round eyes no less extreme in their darkness that gave her face a stubborn cast. She wore a long skirt of a soft fabric, and a salmon-pink jumper that stretched taut across her breasts. The hair cascading down onto her jumper shone glossily, the tips lightly curled. It must have been forbidden in the prison to wear make-up, but her flawless ivory skin seemed to glow from the inside, and her plump, baby-doll mouth was pale pink in colour. Quite possibly she looked fresher than Rika, whose hair was pulled back into a bun and whose only beauty regime consisted of applying BB cream to her tired skin. Yet Kajii looked older than her thirty-five years. There was something overwhelmingly old-fashioned about her – although that same quality could be described as a kind of class, or poise. The fact of her imprisonment seemed to lend her a sense of nobility. Rika imagined that her feeling right now was not unlike that of the prince when he finally got to meet Rapunzel, sequestered away at the top of the tower. The sense of being on the back foot that came from pleading with Kajii and finally being permitted to meet her, mingled with a sense of gratitude that she alone had been selected from the other journalists, and Rika found herself wanting to think well of the woman before her. She tried to tell herself that she had to remain unbiased.

In the end, though, it was Kajii who spoke first. Her eyes like ripe black grapes opened wide and she said, ‘I’ve no intention whatsoever of speaking of my case. That position is in line with the counsel I’ve received from my lawyer and everyone supporting me. But you want to talk about food, am I right? So I thought that meeting you might prove a nice distraction. I don’t have anyone around me I can talk to about such things. I’m absolutely starved for conversation about delicious food. So long as it’s just as my conversational partner, I don’t mind if you continue to come here.’

While she was thrown off by Kajii’s affected way of speaking, Rika also found herself troubled by the contents of her speech. She shouldn’t have pretended to be like Reiko, she thought, when she had so little knowledge about food, and she knew that it would take Kajii a long time to open up to her. She could hardly strike up a conversation about the convenience-store onigiri she’d eaten for breakfast.

‘To start, why don’t you tell me what you have in your refrigerator at home?’

Rika was relieved to be asked a question. The length of prison visits depended on how busy it was on a given day, and while they were sometimes cut off at ten minutes, they could last for as long as thirty. In any case, conversation seen as time-wasting was not permitted. At the same time, she felt that this was not a good start for their first ever conversation.

‘Let’s see . . . There’s fruit and vegetable juice, some sports drinks, and some margarine. I’m not the type to put time and effort into cooking, like you are. I’m not good with my hands, and I hate anything domestic. My entire day is taken up by my work. I was so surprised to read your blog and see how much love and care you pour into everyday tasks.’

Rika could see how brazen she was being in her flattery, but she couldn’t stop herself. Being around this woman, she felt herself to be a kind of court jester, who had to offer up something diverting to her. Kajii’s thick unibrow shot upwards.

‘Did you just say margarine?’

‘Yes, it’s lower in calories than butter. And isn’t it better for you, because it has less cholesterol? And besides, you know there’s a butter shortage going on at the moment . . .’

‘Your problem is you’ve decided that butter is bad without even understanding what it tastes like. Margarine is far worse for your body than any butter. It’s all fake, full of trans-saturated fats. Listen, the thing you must know about dairy products is . . .’

With her voice faintly trembling, Kajii launched into a diatribe on the poisonous effects of margarine. Her eyes grew darker, and a frown surfaced on her face. Oh yes, Rika thought, this was just what her blog was like. While she spoke endlessly about good breeding and behaving in a ladylike fashion, Kajii was quick to look down on people, watching out for her chance to scorn others over some trivial issue. Her words, just as smooth as cream, were laced with ferocity.

All of a sudden, she fell into a sullen silence. I’ve got to say something, Rika thought, but the moment she started to move her dry tongue, Kajii resumed her monologue.

‘I learned from my late father that women should show generosity towards everyone. But there are two things that I simply cannot tolerate: feminists and margarine.’

Rika smiled uncomfortably, and murmured, ‘Then I should apologise.’

‘You must make yourself rice with butter and soy sauce.’

For a moment, Rika failed to process Kajii’s words, and she let out a quiet, ‘Hm?’

‘Add butter and soy sauce to freshly cooked rice. Even someone who doesn’t cook can manage that much, I’m sure. It’s the best meal to truly understand the glory of butter.’ Her manner of delivery was so grave that it made it impossible to even think of ridiculing her.

‘I want you to use salted Échiré butter. There’s an Échiré shop in Marunouchi Station. Go there and look at it, properly, before you buy it. The current shortage is a perfect opportunity to sample first-class butter from overseas. When I’m eating good butter I feel somehow as though I were falling.’

‘Falling?’

‘Yes. Not floating gently upwards, but falling. The same feeling as when the lift plunges towards the ground floor. The body plummets, starting from the very tip of the tongue.’

Rika attempted to recall the feeling of gravity that she’d experienced in the lift she’d just ridden. So sucked in was she by Kajii’s way of speaking that she’d forgotten to take any notes. Now, she was startled to notice Kajii’s eyes and lips growing moist. Her entranced gaze was directed somewhere else – some place that wasn’t this room.

‘The butter should still be cold. Remove it from the fridge just before. Superior-quality butter should be eaten when it’s still cold and hard, to truly luxuriate in its texture and aroma. It will begin to melt almost immediately with the heat of the rice, but I want you to eat it before it melts fully. Cool butter and warm rice. First of all, savour the difference in their temperatures. Then, the two will melt alongside one another, mingle together, and form a golden fountain, right there inside your mouth. Even without seeing it, you just know that it’s golden – that’s the way it tastes. You’ll sense the individual grains of rice coated in butter, and an aromatic fragrance as if the rice were being fried will ascend to your nose. A rich, milky sweetness will spread itself across your tongue . . .’

Rika felt her mouth growing moist. She knew that if she swallowed now, she’d let out a loud gulp, which she very much wished to avoid. Kajii sat up straight and clasped her plump fingers in front of her chest.

‘If I speak to you again, it will most likely be after you’ve decided that you will never again let margarine pass your lips. I wouldn’t like to waste my time on anyone except those who know the real thing when they see it. Oh, and one last matter: it’s not “beef stew”, it’s “boeuf bourguignon”. It’s a French recipe. I corrected them several times in court. I’m astounded by how ignorant you all are when it comes to food. I’m tired now. Would you mind if we broke off here?’

Rika hurriedly jotted down the unfamiliar recipe name. It was usually the prison officer who signalled the end of the visit, but this time Kajii herself voted to end the session. Embarrassingly, Rika had been carried along entirely at Kajii’s pace, from start to finish. Kajii was in the starring role, and everyone else was the supporting cast – was that how it was? Rika stared in bewilderment at the fleshy back and glossy hair of the retreating figure now making its way out of the room.

Back in the lift, Rika recalled Kajii’s description of the taste of butter – it tastes like you’re falling. In truth, Rika didn’t really understand what that meant. She walked down the same long corridor as when she’d arrived and put the prison grounds behind her, heading to Kosuge, the station closest to the Detention House. Just as after she’d been swimming, her body felt heavy and her head wasn’t working properly. She felt like she wanted to fall to the ground and sleep, but she summoned what remaining energy she had. Walking along, she noticed a spot where someone had laid flowers beneath the guardrail at the side of the road. Some unfortunate soul must have had their life cut short immediately after their release from the Detention House, she thought. Or else, it was a member of the public who had happened to meet their end in an accident here. The sight of those two round eyes like black grapes and the sound of that sickly sweet voice were trapped inside Rika’s chest. She boarded the train, still feeling giddy and unreal.

Before returning to the office, Rika stopped at an electronics store and bought the smallest rice cooker she could find, along with a kilo of rice. Once the editorial meeting was over, she had to go out to Kasumigaseki to research a story, which gave her the opportunity to stop at Marunouchi Station. In the Échiré butter shop, which looked like a fancy boutique, she bought a pat of butter that cost almost 1,000 yen for just 100 grams. Never before had Rika spent that kind of money on ingredients. Both the label on the butter and the blue carrier bag she was handed had a pretty, romantic design, not the sort of thing you’d expect from a food item. She regretted that she hadn’t thought to take Reiko a gift like this when she’d visited the previous week. The cashier gave Rika a sachet of refrigerant to make sure the butter didn’t melt, and when she got back to work, she put it in the office fridge. She felt as though she were accumulating equipment for going into battle.

That evening, Rika took the various items home to her Iidabashi apartment, fifteen minutes’ walk from the office. It had been a long time since she’d returned home this early. From tomorrow until the end of the weekend, she’d be so busy that she’d barely have the chance to catch her breath, so she needed to see to this task immediately.

Rika knew that it had been an oversight on her part not to prepare topics of conversation that Kajii would be interested in. That said, Kajii hadn’t explicitly stated that she wouldn’t meet her again. In other words, there was a chance that she would open up to Rika, depending on Rika’s approach. Standing in front of her kitchen sink, which looked as new as it had done when she moved in ten years earlier, Rika washed one gō of rice, using her wrists to apply pressure.

She programmed the rice cooker, fresh out of its box, to cook the rice, and let her eyes rove around the place. It was rare for her to spend any time in her apartment, which she had chosen for its proximity to the office, and which cost her 85,000 a month in rent. She wasn’t especially taken with it, but neither could she see any reason to move. The curtains and bed covers were the pale blue-grey ones that Reiko had helped her choose, back in her first year at the company.

When the rice cooker began to emit a sweet smell, Rika felt a sense of industriousness rising up in her. For the first time in what seemed to her an age she dusted the flat. It was as she was vacuuming that the rice cooker beeped. Lifting the lid, Rika saw the rice glistening beyond the plume of steam. Quite unexpectedly, she found herself entranced by the sight of its translucent gleam. She didn’t own any rice bowls, so she used the plastic paddle that came with the cooker to spoon the rice messily into a café au lait bowl. Next she retrieved the butter, which she’d kept in the fridge as Kajii had stipulated, peeled off the wrapping paper, and gazed at its smooth buttercup-hued surface. What lay ahead was unknown territory. She had sampled the buttered rice that was sometimes served with burger patties, but she’d never encountered rice with soy sauce and butter – let alone piping-hot rice with top-class butter.

She perched a sliver of butter on top of the rice. From one of the sachets of soy sauce that came with convenience store bento boxes and which tended to accumulate in her apartment, she squeezed a single drop into the bowl.

Just as instructed, she moved the butter and some rice to her mouth before the butter had a chance to melt.

The first thing Rika felt was a strange breeze emanating from the back of her throat. The cold butter first met the roof of her mouth with a chilly sensation, contrasting with the steaming rice in both texture and temperature. The cool butter clashed against her teeth, and she felt its soft texture right down into their roots. Soon enough, just as Kajii had said, the melted butter began to surge through the individual grains of rice. It was a taste that could only be described as golden. A shining golden wave, with an astounding depth of flavour and a faint yet full and rounded aroma, wrapped itself around the rice and washed Rika’s body far away.

It was, indeed, a lot like falling. Rika stared down intently at the bowl of rice with butter and soy sauce and let out a long sigh, feeling her breath rich and milky.

The meal that Reiko had cooked her was so delicious that Rika could still now recall every part of the sensation of eating it. Its fragrance, its restrained yet impactful flavours, had seemed to gently embrace her exhausted body. The seasonal ingredients had filled her with a sense of vitality that had carried over to the following day. This was a different kind of deliciousness to that – a more blatant, forceful deliciousness, that took hold of her from the tip of her tongue, pinned her down, and carried her off to some unknown place.

The next thing Rika knew, all the rice had vanished inside her stomach. And Rika wasn’t done eating. In fact, it seemed that with every bite of butter and rice, her taste buds were developing new capacities, pleading with her for more.

So this was the butter that Manako Kajii loved so much – the symbol of all the delicious food she’d eaten with the money she’d extracted from her men. It was the same cruel, bright yellow as the butter that the tigers had melted into in The Story of Little Babaji.

Rika got to her feet. Reiko had told her she should eat more, and she was skinny enough as it was – possibly too skinny, in fact. Nobody could blame her for treating herself occasionally. Besides, this was part of her research. If this would endear Kajii to her, then she had little choice in the matter.

Placing the still-warm metal cooking pot in the sink, Rika turned on the tap and ran a stream of water across it. The surging water cooled the bowl. She would cook another gō of rice – no, make it two. Was that too much? If there was some leftover she could always freeze it. Glancing at the clock, Rika saw it was already long past midnight.





Chapter Two

The spaghetti was done.

Hearing the alarm she’d set on her phone, Rika took her eyes from the report draft filling her computer screen. Wading through the warm, wheaty-smelling vapour to grasp the handles of the pan, she poured out its contents into the colander inside the sink. The stainless steel of the sink buckled, making a sound like a drum being struck, reverberating at her waist. A great plume of steam rose up, whitening her entire field of vision, before dispersing throughout her late-night kitchen with its single-plate hob. The steam wafted up to her cheeks and nose, wetting her skin. So intensely was the spaghetti glistening that it looked as if it were alive. She transferred it into a bowl, then opened up the fridge and took out the packet of Calpis butter, the pollock roe in its polystyrene tray sealed with clingfilm, along with a pack of shiso leaves, an unusually dark green for the season.

The previous week, Rika had thrown out her packet of margarine, so despised by Manako Kajii, with the burnable rubbish.

Since their previous meeting, Rika had once attempted to visit Kajii at the Detention House, and sent two letters.

I tried out the recipe you told me right away, I was astonished to discover that something so delicious could be so easy to rustle up, I’ll never again eat anything that’s just a heap of trans fats, I’d like to hear more of your thoughts on fine cuisine, and to develop my own knowledge as well, so I can be an interesting conversational partner to you.

Rika had chosen her words with great care, attempting to see things from Kajii’s perspective as much as possible, but her efforts had been in vain. Still, she wasn’t about to give up. She had to find a way of piquing Kajii’s interest in her again, whatever it took.

She knew the Kagurazaka supermarket stocked a wide range of imported goods – its customers were principally affluent housewives and people from overseas – and she’d scooped up the last packet of Calpis butter on the shelf. There was something soothing about its subdued brown and white packaging, with its banner reading ‘Superior Quality’. December was already more than half gone, and Christmas was fast approaching, and yet standard butter was still nowhere to be found in Tokyo. These expensive brands were the only kinds to be easily had.

A sliver of butter perched atop a mound of steaming rice garnished with a single drop of soy sauce was a taste that had quickly become an addiction for Rika. She’d used lashings of the same butter on her morning toast, too, and as a result the hundred grams of Échiré that she’d bought in the Marunouchi store had vanished in just a few days. In the midst of the end-of-year rush at work, where she was having to shave off hours of sleep, she had no time to buy more. When her hunger became too much to bear, she decided to sate it with whatever was close at hand – such had been her rationale for buying the Calpis. As it happened, though, this alternative brand brought together a creamy richness reminiscent of condensed milk, with a clean, fresh aftertaste. It was a different species of deliciousness to Échiré, whose umami-rich flavour lingered on and on eternally, and Rika took to it immediately.

Rereading Manako Kajii’s blog, Rika discovered that Kajii repeatedly sang the praises of Calpis butter, and felt a kind of pride that her taste buds had not misled her. Previously Kajii’s prose had seemed to her ever so turgid, but now, since her butter awakening, the odd phrases here and there would fall into her like droplets.

Rika had asked for the cardboard box full of blog printouts, which Yū had been so impatient with her to tidy away, to be sent to her apartment. There was no space for it there either, so she had put away her table and resorted to perching a tray or placemat on top of the box so that it doubled as a dining table, resenting all the while how student-like it made her living situation.

The recipes for the French dishes and cakes featured on Kajii’s blog were far beyond Rika, reading to her like arcane magic spells hailing from another world, but this tarako pasta, which required that its components be simply mixed together, seemed like something she could manage, and what was more, she had succeeded in locating the necessary ingredients at the late-night supermarket. These days, Rika hardly ever went into diners or bento take-out shops on her way home. She felt like the kind of meals she made – putting butter on hot rice or toast, and eating that together with salads, instant miso or other cup soups she’d bought – hardly deserved to be called ‘cooking’, but at least she no longer felt an aversion towards using her kitchen. In the past, she hadn’t even been able to summon the energy to make instant ramen. She’d harboured the sense that using water or heat in any way would drain her stamina – a stance that now seemed to her very grudging.

The dusky-pink pollock roe she removed from its polystyrene packaging gleamed wetly and, for an instant, the image of Kajii’s puckered lips passed through her mind. Leaving its outer skin on, she broke up the roe with a fork and mixed it unfussily into the spaghetti. She sliced off a knob of the Calpis with a knife and perched it on top, then watched as the pale-yellow solid gently began to change colour, spreading out to the sides and turning golden, mingling with the fish eggs. The full, milky aroma of the butter married with the salty marine tang of the roe as the scent of the dish went rising up to her face, and she breathed it deeply into her lungs. She garnished the pasta with a scattering of shiso leaves she’d torn up with her fingers, then moved the bowl of pasta over to her cardboard box. There was a rosy-cheeked frankness about the pink of the roe, and in combination with the oozing butter, it looked positively carefree. Rika took up her fork and wound up the spaghetti, before lifting it to her mouth.

Cloaked in a coating of minuscule fish eggs and butter, the spaghetti strands sprang around on Rika’s tongue as if in excitement. The dish was adequately salted, but there was a relaxed, mellow quality to its taste. What a wonderful combination pollock roe and butter made! Though she said it herself, the spaghetti had been cooked to perfection. You didn’t find restaurants that served meals with this much butter, Rika thought. The more expensive the butter, the better the quality; the more that you used, the richer the taste. Rika felt the deep and generous flavour of the dish pushing into the distance her sense of irritation with herself and how gutlessly she’d behaved that day.

In its upcoming issue, the Shūmei Weekly’s cover story was to be about a young, popular politician who was currently making great strides in his career, and the editorial desk had been pestering her for dirt on him. Rika had been covering him closely in the lead-up to the election, but from what she could make out, he was a truly good egg. And yet, she’d managed to pick through his plain-dealing behaviour and root out some slight idiosyncrasies and changes in expression, which were then exaggerated so as to paint him as the very picture of arrogance.

As if to banish all thoughts of the issue, Rika chewed enthusiastically on the flavoursome noodles. The bright, fresh taste of the shiso stimulated her appetite, and she found herself letting out an ‘mmmm’ of satisfaction. The fact that she’d created this taste herself added to the preciousness of the moment.

This was all it took, she thought, to experience a sense of satisfaction of a kind she’d not had before. To make something yourself that you wanted to eat and eat it the way you wanted – was that the very essence of gratification? Until not long ago, she’d had no idea what it was that she wanted to eat, but since she’d begun using her kitchen, she was becoming able to picture, albeit vaguely, the objects of her desires.

With its prose littered with brand names and borrowed phrases, Kajii’s blog exuded a refined, composed impression, but the more Rika read of it, the more she was noticing: the articles Kajii wrote about butter had a hot-bloodedness to them that differed from the rest. As she went on slurping her pasta, Rika picked up the page that she’d put in a clear plastic file.

Fish roe and butter makes for a truly exquisite pairing! By adding butter to pollock roe, with its clusters of firm little orbs just like miniature egg yolks, you take away any unpleasant fishiness from the roe, instead producing a sauce with an inexplicable fullness of taste that forms a perfect coating for the carbohydrates, setting off their plumpness and texture like a dream. Perhaps best of all is the pretty pink hue of the roe, like a gorgeous spring evening (you may know by now that pink is my favourite colour!). The butter and rosy-coloured roe combination coats each and every spaghetti strand, bringing out that delicious semolina scent and generating a flavour that feels like a wave of kindness rising up uncontrollably from inside your chest. I like to top my version with a plentiful sprinkling of chopped shiso. The blend of pink and fresh green puts me in mind of a countryside field in April. Some prefer to garnish the dish with black nori, but I’ve never been fond of that trend, which kills off the delightful pink shade. Your gentleman friend won’t be too pleased if you get nori stuck in your teeth, either!

The blog post featured a camera phone photograph of two plates of pasta, which even the most generous reader would be hard pressed to call a good shot. It looked as if an octogenarian, pressed by the need to message one of her grandchildren, had taken it with great trepidation, and it evoked neither the scent nor the flavour of the dish. The intricately patterned plates appeared to be made by Royal Copenhagen, but they clashed with the colour of the tablecloth. Rika knew she was in no position to criticise others when it came to the presentation of meals, but there was no denying that Kajii’s seemed sloppy. She looked to have spent good money on both her ingredients and her tableware, her choice of which reflected her conservative-leaning taste, but it seemed safe to say that she lacked a refined aesthetic sense, and was untidy by nature. Rika found herself comparing the tabletop pictured with Reiko’s, where the meals were rustled up from seasonal ingredients you could get hold of anywhere, and whose unbranded tableware arranged seemingly at random still managed to look refined. Rika noted the time stamp on the photo, which read 20 04 2012.

In May the following year, her first victim, seventy-three-year-old Tadanobu Motomatsu, had died from a sleeping-pill overdose, at his home in front of Shōin Shrine in Setagaya, Tokyo. He was a wealthy bachelor and, like Kajii’s late father, had had numerous properties to his name. His struggle with insomnia had gone on for several years, but he had never been prescribed sleeping pills by a doctor. He’d overdosed on barbiturates which he seemed to have acquired privately. The young care worker who came in to help him had testified that he’d appeared dazed for a few days before his death. The overdose might have been an unfortunate mistake caused by the onset of dementia symptoms, and it was also possible that he had taken his own life. It had, however, been established that Motomatsu had had large sums of money squeezed from him by Kajii, that he was having doubts about her pinned on her reluctance to get married, and that he had been adopting a more confrontational approach, putting pressure on her and acting the detective as a way of establishing how serious her intentions were. Kajii had been seeing multiple men at that point in time, which made it hard to be certain, but it seemed probable that the pasta in the photograph had been made for him.

Tucking into a delicious meal cooked for you by a girlfriend young enough to be your granddaughter, before falling into an eternal sleep . . . Was that really a death tragic enough to merit the fuss the world was kicking up about it? Even Rika’s attempts to put herself in the victims’ place couldn’t diminish the deliciousness of the spaghetti in front of her. The way the fork kept on moving relentlessly up to her mouth struck her as a sign of her unfeelingness, and she slurped up the pasta strands with exaggerated noisiness. As it cooled, the butter formed a hard film which adhered the roe to the pasta, bringing out an added layer of umami. Just as Rika was regretting not having boiled more pasta, her phone vibrated from its place on top of the box. She had a new message: Sorry it’s so last minute, but can I stay over tonight? I lost track of time at the Nishihashi launch and missed the last train, and I need to be in early tomorrow.

It was from Makoto – the first text from him in what felt like a while. His messaging her last minute in search of a bed was not a new occurrence, and she typed her reply without hesitation: Yeah, sure. If you want anything to drink, pick it up at the convenience store. I’ve got a clean toothbrush here you can use. I’ll get your futon and pyjamas out.

On a whim, Rika turned on the hob to heat a panful of water. She brought out the second futon kept folded up at the back of her closet, along with the change of clothes that Makoto kept at her place. She finished making up the futon just as the water came to the boil. Adding salt to the pan, she let the strands of spaghetti fan out around its perimeter like the petals of a flower. She wiped down the mirror in the bathroom, set out the new toothbrush, and tidied up the room until the alarm announced that the pasta was done. Then she stirred in the pollock roe and butter as she had before, and was just sprinkling on the garnish of shiso leaves when the intercom rang.

Makoto appeared at the door in a suit, then unfastened his tie as he stepped inside. When his eyes fell on the plate sitting on top of the cardboard box, he let out a startled cry. ‘What’s this? Have you cooked?’

‘Yeah, I had tarako pasta for dinner, so I made you some. If you want it. It’s nothing fancy – you just boil the spaghetti and stir in the rest.’

Makoto seemed to have drunk quite a bit, because the tip of his nose and cheeks were bright red. Since getting to the point in his career where he was in charge of editing some of the top authors, his jowls had begun to sag – most likely because of all the lavish socialising it entailed. When he’d first joined the company – the same year as Rika, both of them fresh from university – his dreamy looks had earned him the nickname ‘The Prince of Shūmeisha’, and he’d been wildly popular among the young female authors, but age had rounded his corners, and he’d become more approachable. He was humorous, with a never-ending supply of conversational topics under his belt, and never drove the person he was speaking to into a corner, which meant that Rika could talk to him for hours on end without feeling ill at ease. Makoto had been brought up in a single-mother household like Rika, and was if anything better around the house than she was. He had no interest in the sorts of power games that were so prevalent in the publishing industry, and was neither showy nor intimidating in his behaviour. As a result, he won over the hearts of his colleagues and the people he worked with. Though he and Rika saw one another very occasionally, as if they only remembered from time to time that they were a couple, and in fact hadn’t had sex for over a month now, just holding hands with Makoto or having her hair stroked by him brought a warmth to Rika’s heart. In a clear attempt to make himself look younger than his years, Makoto had dyed his own hair a lighter shade of brown than its natural colour and wore it permed, but it matched his round, light-coloured eyes well.

‘It’s been so long since I was at your place. This smell!’

‘Does it smell funny? It must be because I haven’t properly cleaned in a while! Sorry.’

‘No, no, that’s not what I mean. It’s a you smell. It’s comforting.’

With that, Makoto turned his back to her and changed into the clothes she’d laid out for him. Looking at the soft skin of his bare shoulders, flushed with the alcohol, she was taken by the urge to reach out and touch it. In the early days of their friendship, she’d seen Makoto as an ally to whom she could talk about anything, but the first time she’d held him, she’d felt the heat of his body loosening a deep part of her which had been stiff with tension. He’d told her, that first time, that he liked the way she smelled. They’d been friends for so long that it had made becoming lovers feel a little ticklish, and they both avoided overt displays of sentimentality, but she did wish they had more of the kind of time they’d had when they first started dating, when they could sit and simply wallow in one another’s smell and body temperature. Back then, going into work unslept had not been the trial it was now, and they’d spent whole nights lying awake embracing. In any case, this was the longest relationship she’d had with a man.

Makoto hung his suit on a clothes hanger and sprayed it with anti-crease spray, before finally sitting down at the table, legs crossed. He looked like a student, she thought. She found herself casting glances at his mouth as he began to slurp the pasta. Thinking about it, she realised this was the first time she’d ever cooked for him.

‘Is it okay?’

‘Yeah, of course, it’s good. Not that I’d have expected any less.’

Something about the way he was moving the pasta to his mouth seemed awkward to her. He chewed in silence. Knowing that he was partial to noodles after drinking, she’d been expecting more of a reaction, and she felt disappointed. Having polished off the spaghetti in no time at all, Makoto put his hands together in a gesture of thanks, then turned to look at her.

‘Thank you. That was really good. But it took me by surprise. Isn’t this the first time you’ve cooked for me?’

‘Is it?’ she said, carrying his empty plate to the sink and rinsing it off. She was on the verge of telling him that it was all part of her professional research, then thought better of it. Makoto might have been her boyfriend but he was also in the same industry. You never knew how things got leaked. Swearing him to secrecy would make it seem as if she didn’t trust him. She didn’t want to have her exclusive coverage of Kajii thwarted by anyone.

Poking his head out of the bathroom as he brushed his teeth assiduously, Makoto went on, his words just about comprehensible.

‘You know that you don’t need to make an effort when I come over, right? I don’t need you to act all domestic or anything. I just wanted to see you. If I’m hungry I’ll pick up food for myself. You must be so tired with all the end-of-year work.’

‘Domestic? Me?’

Repeating the word she found impossible to connect with herself, Rika stared ahead in bewilderment, before murmuring, ‘Oh I get it,’ and sitting down on the bed. Her actions had been misconstrued, she saw now. Feeling as if whatever she said would only deepen the misunderstanding, she felt incapable of speaking at all. There was a loud gargling sound, then a damp-faced Makoto came into the room smelling of peppermint.

‘I know you’re my girlfriend, but I don’t need you to take care of me in any practical sense, you know? I hate the idea that that burden falls on you when you’re working just as hard as me. I saw what my mother had to go through.’

He kissed her on the cheek, and lay down on the futon she’d made up for him, rolling heavily onto his side. ‘Night,’ he mumbled, and turned out the light, so Rika lay down on her own futon alongside his. He reached out his hand towards hers and held it, but his grip grew slack almost immediately.

Why was it, she wondered as she pulled up the blanket, that a silly little interaction could bug her this much? Makoto hadn’t said anything out of line. He cared about her and understood her better than anybody. Had their future as a couple grown uncertain because he’d rejected the idea of her cooking for him? No, that wasn’t it. She couldn’t clearly see herself marrying Makoto anyway, and she was sickened to the core by the idea that housework must be a woman’s job. The word ‘domestic’ made her picture her mother, cowed and fearful around her late father, breaking down in tears after he picked endless holes in the meals she’d cooked.

Why, though, had Makoto had to take it that way? All she’d done was cook him a plate of pasta, on a whim. Lying in the darkness, replaying each of her actions in a bid to locate the problematic component, Rika felt herself growing ever more awake.

Next to her Makoto was snoring in a way that sounded too agonising, too earth-splitting for someone of his age.

The northerly wind coming off the Ayase river slipped effortlessly through the fabric of her coat, seeming to take hold of her by her very bones and rattle her around. Her frozen fingertip once again sprouted a small hangnail. This was Rika’s third visit to the Tokyo Detention House this month. As she emerged from the visitor’s exit, pulling the lapels of her coat tightly about her, her eyes fell on a sign across the road reading ‘Masuda-ya’. There was a nostalgic look about its small, weathered wooden facade, which put Rika in mind of the regulation stationery shop outside the entrance to her primary school. This must be where you could buy items to give to people in the Detention House, she figured. The shop next door seemed to fulfil the same function, but its shutters were down. Glancing at her watch, Rika saw it was just before four. She had ample time before her next meeting. Before she knew it, she was making her way across the road. Again there were fresh flowers laid beside the guardrail, blowing in the wind.

Today, once again, Kajii had refused to see her.

Maybe, Rika mused, Kajii’s recent crankiness wasn’t down to her. Next week was Christmas, after all. Rika was beginning to understand that for someone with tastes as extravagant as Kajii’s, being barred from going out during this season, being limited to the foods on a menu determined by others, was a profoundly unfortunate turn of events.

The final update to Kajii’s blog was dated from the day before her arrest, 28 November of the year before last:

Not long now until Christmas! I adore this time of the year, when the outside world is at its most captivating. This year I’m throwing caution to the wind and cooking a succulent turkey stuffed with chestnuts and rice, complete with a sumptuous honey-rich gravy, just as we learned in cooking class. They’ll be taking orders for Christmas cakes in no time, too. I’m currently debating which to plump for . . . No, scrap that, I’ve decided!

Such was the buoyant note on which the blog concluded. This would be the third winter Kajii had spent in the Detention House, Rika calculated. Her patience must be reaching its limits.

The interior of Masuda-ya was lined with shelves made of the same aged wood as the shop’s exterior, crowded with stationery, towels and underwear, bags of sweets, weekly magazines, and all kinds of other items. The brands of confectionery on sale were extremely old-fashioned; Rika remembered seeing them in the supermarket as a girl but was astonished to discover they were still being produced. Walking around convenience stores, where the newest goods were deliberately placed in the customer’s line of sight, Rika would frequently feel twinges of temptation, but here she felt a surprising absence of any urge to buy anything.

Still, the only food items that the Detention House permitted to be brought inside were those bought either from here or the shop next door, which was currently shut. The customer would inform the cashier of the name of the prisoner they wished to send the items to, and the shop would deliver the purchased goods to the inmate in question. The grey-haired woman behind the counter, whom Rika assumed must be the owner, was glaring at her. Rika didn’t want the woman to think that she was just idly browsing. She knew she had to decide on something. Calm down, she entreated herself. Kajii would know that only food from the designated shops could be sent in. Besides, didn’t having such a limited range of options make things easier?

The family pack of assorted cakes in the glass case was the kind she had shared with her classmates during middle school parties. The green Sanyo cans arranged in a row on the shelf caught her eye. It was a long time since she’d seen canned fruit. Back in middle school, whenever she caught a cold, her mother would place a can of peaches in the fridge for her before setting out to work. She didn’t know whether Kajii had access to a refrigerator, but those canned peaches that slipped so smoothly down the throat seemed like something that she might enjoy. Then there were chestnut manjū, canton fruit jelly, cigar-shaped sweets made of wheat gluten, Castella cakes stuffed with sweet bean paste . . . Among the rows of Japanese sweets in austerely designed bags made by brands she’d never heard of, the boxes of Morinaga cookies struck her as the most appealing. There were three types: Marie, Moonlight and Choice. Which to go for? She’d probably sampled all three at some point, but couldn’t recall how they tasted. She probably should have checked their ingredients or descriptions, but they were kept in the glass case and she was reluctant to ask the stern-faced woman to get them out and show them to her. After some deliberating, Rika made her selection.

‘I’d like to have a can of peaches and a box of Choice sent to the Detention House.’

Of the three, the Choice box was the only one whose illustration featured butter. The shop woman clicked the beads on her abacus, then held out a piece of paper and a ballpoint pen to Rika. In the ‘Prisoner’s Name’ box, Rika wrote in Manako Kajii’s name, and then filled in the other required information. The refrigerated case caught her eye, and on impulse she asked the woman, ‘You don’t stock butter, do you?’

‘We used to, but there’s a supply shortage at the moment,’ the woman replied brusquely. Rika paid up and left the shop. Even if there had been butter, it would doubtless have been either the bog-standard Snow Brand or else a cheap unbranded kind. Nevertheless, Rika felt that was the thing that would have most pleased Kajii to receive. She hoped that by the next time she came, it would be back in stock.

Rika hailed a cab to Ayase Station, where she caught the Chiyoda Line to Hibiya. Stepping off the train, she headed straight for the bathrooms. Standing in front of the mirror, she took out her make-up removal sheets and vigorously wiped her face clean. She balled up the wet wipe now streaked with black and beige, and threw it in the bin under the sink.

A young woman emerged from one of the cubicles and came to stand alongside Rika at the sinks. She applied a coat of pink lipstick, and then flashed a smile at herself in the mirror. Rika watched the girl leave with a feeling of goodwill in her chest.

With deliberate roughness of touch, Rika rubbed a thick coat of Nivea cream into her bare skin. She removed her contact lenses and replaced them with glasses, and pulled back her hair tightly with an elastic band. She needed to get rid of all traces of softness and sweetness about her before joining the man she was about to meet. The sight of the person in the mirror before her, tall and wiry and of indeterminate gender, gave her a sense of deep satisfaction. The bluish-white skin, suggesting exhaustion, worked well too. Yesterday a succession of things had not gone to plan at work, and she had only managed to sleep for three hours.

Painfully aware of her lack of exercise, Rika decided, when she emerged above ground, to walk the short distance to Shimbashi along the railway tracks. It was still early for people to be heading home from work, and yet Yūrakuchō at dusk was spilling over with people in suits. From here and there she heard the sound of dry coughing, and noticed several people whose eyes stood out because their faces were half-covered by masks. I need to get my flu vaccine, Rika thought to herself. The cold, dry wind slapped against her exposed, moist skin. Above her head, Yamanote and Keihin–Tōhoku Line trains went slipping by one after another.

Rika knew that in her industry there were women who used their sex to their advantage. She’d heard rumours of female journalists who entered into physical relationships with their sources. Yet personal relationships between men and women was not a domain in which others would intervene. It was up to the individual how they comported themselves, and in this world, where the quality of the story was everything, it would have been seen as crass to find fault with and lambast such methods. The women in question weren’t open about what they were doing, and nobody could prove that it was going on.

To build a unique relationship that defied categorisation, and to then allow that relationship to morph until it just about justified itself – of course Rika hadn’t spoken with any of the people whom the rumours were about, but she felt sure that inside, this was how they articulated what they were doing, resolute in their determination to feel no compunction about their actions.

In other words, even the high-earning and independent women in the media industry engaged in an alternative form of prostitution to get their hands on the hot tip-offs. And while Rika herself didn’t employ her femininity to win over bureaucrats and police officers, she couldn’t, hand on her heart, swear that she’d never behaved flirtatiously. She’d recently discovered that a female journalist from a rival newspaper, who’d landed several major political scoops, and whom Rika secretly admired, had in fact been sleeping with a Diet member for a long time and that all her information came from him, and her disappointment was still fresh. Not knowing who to blame, she looked up at the sunset sky, boxed in by buildings.

This was why a woman like Manako Kajii – a woman who didn’t hide the fact that she used her sexuality as a weapon – was met with such fierce scorn, and even a kind of terror. In a statement in court, Kajii had asserted that her body had a special value, that she granted her lovers a fantastic experience, and that as such, it stood to reason she’d be rewarded financially. With no way of verifying the truth of her claims about the experience she and her body afforded, those listening to her found their rational faculties shutting down. The only response possible was to nod and say, ‘Really, is that so?’

Trying to remember the woman who’d stood beside her at the sinks in the public toilet, Rika noticed that her features had already faded in her memory. That made sense, for it wasn’t the girl’s face that had drawn her attention, so much as the sense of taking good care of herself that she gave off. Since getting married, Reiko had begun exuding a similar kind of aura. For what was about to take place, Rika told herself now, she had no need for that soft-edged, fragrant presence.

She and her source met once a month in an izakaya with private rooms under the railway girders of Shimbashi Station. The izakaya was a ramshackle, sepia-toned place where every object looked like it had been simmered in mirin. They met on the third Thursday of the month at 5 p.m., before it got busy. They would be finished in an hour and a half, and subsequently return to work. Yes, they had a drink or two, but it hardly qualified as drinking together.

From the kitchen at the back, Rika could hear the sizzle of old oil boiling, and smell it too. The owner of the place, who must have been in his seventies, gave her a drawn-out cry of welcome: ‘Irasshai!’ He indicated to the room furthest from the kitchen, shielded by a screen, its two seats sunk into the floor.

‘The giving up smoking didn’t last long, I see!’

Rika let out a dry cackle as she sat herself down heavily opposite the suited man smoking a Highlight cigarette and threw her bag on top of the tatami. With the moist hand towel on the table, she wiped her brow and cheeks. The rules for their rendezvous were set: they didn’t pour one another’s drinks or serve one another food, didn’t attempt to show respect for the other as one was obliged to do in other forms of professional entertaining, and spoke at length and as one-sidedly as they wanted about whatever they wanted to. When he was appearing on television as a commentator, Yoshinori Shinoi had a lot to say, but when you encountered him in real life he was taciturn. Sometimes Rika would spend their whole time together complaining, at which times he would display neither great interest nor irritation in response, but simply nod and make the appropriate noises, drinking at his own pace. On screen, he had a glint in his eye and appeared sturdily built, but the person sitting in front of her now was a slender, unassuming middle-aged man, his hair liberally streaked with grey. The way he jiggled his long arms and legs and hunched his tall back gave him an air of an adolescent boy. She noticed his shirt was slightly creased, but it didn’t look dirty.

‘I never said I’d given up. Just that I’d succeeded in cutting down,’ he said quietly. Stubbing out the cigarette he’d begun in the ashtray, he raised his steamed-up glass to his mouth.

‘I’m guessing that with all the TV work you’ve had even less time for sleep than usual. Wow, quite the classic old-man selection you’ve got there!’

Spread out on the table in front of Shinoi, alongside his shōchū with hot water, was an array of traditional izakaya dishes: braised burdock root, edamame, Atka mackerel, and tofu simmered in dashi. When she’d first started meeting Shinoi, his order had always been beer and deep-fried chicken, and the change made her realise that he’d started taking care of his health. Rika ordered a flask of hot sake, along with buttered sweetcorn and grilled spicy pollock roe. She tucked into the appetiser that the server brought her along with her sake flask and cup, using her chopsticks to lift up the slimy contents of the small dish with evident distaste.

‘As usual, I’ve no idea what this is . . . Some kind of seafood? Or is it konnyaku?’

However many times she visited this place, she never got to the bottom of what exactly was in the sweet-and-sour gunk that they’d serve just a mouthful of as the obligatory appetiser. If the food here wasn’t offensively bad, it wasn’t particularly good either. The draw of the place, for her and for Shinoi, lay mostly in its lack of customers.

‘I had something sent to one of the inmates at Tokyo Detention House for the first time today: cookies and canned peaches. A female inmate. I just figured that she must feel deprived at this time of year, not being able to eat cake and fried chicken like everyone else in Japan.’

Rika hadn’t yet told Shinoi about Manako Kajii, but she felt close to confiding in him now. He was the only person she could talk to about work matters without concealing anything.

‘I don’t know, I hear the food in Kosuge is pretty good. You have three meals a day cooked for you by prisoners with chefs’ licences. I’ve even heard talk of people who commit crimes just to get a place there . . .’

‘Are you serious? Don’t people call prison food “rank rice”?’

‘I think that’s probably an outmoded perception, from back in the days when people thought anything other than white rice was an insult to the taste buds. The rice they serve in the Detention House is mixed with various types of grains. I guess people took umbrage with that. Nowadays all of that stuff – barley and millet and what have you – has undergone a reappraisal, and is seen as very healthy. My guess is that they eat far better than you or I do.’

‘You’re right, that sounds a lot healthier and more nutritious than my diet. I never cook, and I get all my meals from the convenience store.’

For some reason, Rika felt loath to mention to Shinoi that she’d been using her kitchen of late.

‘I’ll see if I can get my hands on the latest “special occasions” menu for the Detention House.’

Shinoi jotted something down in his battered brown leather notepad. Whenever I see this guy he looks tired, Rika thought, observing him surreptitiously from across her sake cup. His skin had a greyish hue, and the whites of his eyes were clouded. Maybe she was not so different from him, but Shinoi’s tiredness seemed to be even deeper in his body, a kind of resignation that couldn’t be erased. She’d caught wind of a rumour that he’d been divorced for years, but he barely ever spoke about his private life, and she didn’t know whether or not it was true. Now she said, her tone deliberately blunt, ‘After my parents divorced, my dad started leading an unhealthy lifestyle. Eventually he became an alcoholic, more or less, and one day he keeled over and died, all alone in his flat. You should be careful, you know. He was about your age, I think. How old are you now?’

‘Forty-eight. And please don’t come at me with that kind of ominous stuff. My diet might be a bit rough around the edges, but I have health checks pretty regularly. I’ve started jogging in the mornings around the Imperial Palace, and I buy a carton of vegetable juice whenever I catch sight of one in the station.’

Perhaps he was offended by her words, because for once Shinoi took a hand in steering the conversation.

There was no denying that he looked exhausted, but there was nothing about him that suggested that things had got out of hand. He didn’t bring his frustrations or his bad physical condition into the conversation, either. She imagined that he had the strength and the wisdom it took to recuperate. It was for that reason that he was easy to be around. That was a feature he shared with Makoto, in fact. When it came to members of the opposite sex, Rika got along well with these types who didn’t require women to play hostess or manager. She was fairly sure that Shinoi felt similarly about their connection. It was because they got along that he made the time to see her. He took care of Rika just like he would a male peer or colleague younger than him.

‘I guess for someone of your age, you’re on the careful side. It’s weird, isn’t it? Why is it that with nobody to watch over them, men can’t stop themselves from falling into disrepair? And that disrepair is then looked upon kindly and excused by the world, seen not as a failure of personal responsibility but something poignant and tragic.’

Recently the disorderly behaviour of a former sportsman in his fifties, who had given up his career after being suspected of involvement with criminal gangs, had been making the news. After his wife of many years had left him and taken their children with her, he had gone off the rails, and had been seen out late at night on several occasions, drunkenly losing his cool. People suspected he was dabbling with drugs as well. To one journalist who’d interacted with him directly, he’d apparently said, ‘Eating alone is so lonely, and the food tastes terrible, so I end up going out. I don’t know how to cook rice by myself. Shit, I don’t even know where the salt’s kept! What did I do wrong, to have ended up with such a miserable life? I want my family back.’ After this lamentation, he’d sent a public message to his sons, whom the family court had ruled he could no longer see, entitled ‘From Dad.’ The men’s weekly magazines unanimously covered the story as a hero’s tragic fall from grace, writing sympathetic articles portraying the occurrence as something that could happen to anyone.

Rika couldn’t feel the slightest bit sorry for him – and not because he was a man who had for years been dogged by shady rumours, whose behaviour tended towards emotional blackmail, and who had caused his wife and children much suffering by having an affair. No, what bothered her was that he didn’t even think to make the effort to improve his eating habits by himself. He was still of an age where he had no trouble getting around, and although on paper he might have been unemployed, he was still gifted with more money and time than the regular person, not to mention plentiful contacts and information sources. These days you could even find healthy choices at convenience stores and diners and late-night restaurants. Even someone incapable of cooking could still, by applying themselves just a little, live a passably healthy lifestyle. Perhaps his reckless, self-destructive bent was a curse directed at the fans who’d deserted him, at the media who’d built him up then abandoned him, and above all at his wife and sons, who’d walked out on him and started afresh. It was as if he were saying: May this image of how low I’ve sunk brand itself into your minds, because it’s all your fault. The patterns of behaviour were so familiar. Choosing to kick up a stink until help was proffered him, instead of explicitly asking for it. Stubbornly refusing to change his way of living even a fraction. Insisting that family was the most important thing to him, while broadcasting to the world that his wife had left him to die.

Couldn’t he simply go about rebuilding his life, and if he failed and died in the process, then so much the better? But wasn’t the attitude of this man the same, to a greater or lesser extent, as the men that Kajii had killed? The things those men had said while they were alive, and the testimony of their family and friends, came filtering back to Rika now, one after another:

‘I’m scared of getting old alone. Before, my lifestyle was getting progressively less healthy. I wanted a woman to make me meals and take care of me, I didn’t care who it was. I do feel suspicious of her. It’s occurred to me that I might be being conned. My family’s told me time and time again to break up with her, but I don’t care. Even if it means cutting ties with my family, I’m choosing to be with her.’

‘That woman found the cracks in the hearts of those poor victims who were living miserable, lonely lives, and went worming her way in. Men are inept creatures. They can’t build a life for themselves without the support and kindness of a woman.’

‘There are things that every woman can learn from Manako Kajii. There’s not a man in the world who can’t be won over by a kind female presence who knows how to cook. The way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, after all.’

Whichever aspect of it you considered, Rika thought, the Kajii case was tinged by misogyny and the excessive self-pity felt by lonely men. Was thinking that way tantamount to victim-blaming, though? Usually, she loathed the all-too common take that people were responsible for their own destinies.

Perhaps I’m lacking in compassion because I’m still physically fit and capable of working, Rika thought to herself, trying to adopt an even stance on the matter. After the divorce, Rika’s mother had raised her single-handedly, and Rika was aware that she was perhaps overly aligned with her mother’s perspective. But it was possible that she herself would spend her old age alone, neglecting to take good care of herself – she might even have the wool pulled over her eyes by a younger man and have everything stolen from her.

But if it were me, she thought, I wouldn’t go down the road to self-destruction solely because I was lonely. I’m pretty certain that I’d guard my savings with my life, too, and be wary of any propositions that came my way that sounded too good to be true. Among the people she was least likely to place her trust in were significantly younger unemployed men whom she’d met on the internet and asked for money from their first meeting. Even if she were on the verge of being conned, she was confident that Reiko, who by then would be just as old as she was, would notice, and step in to warn her. Even if Reiko were to die before her and she had nobody to talk to, then surely, so long as she had internet access, she’d find an online community of old people in the neighbourhood and join their circle. Or was she supposed to chalk up the fact that she was able to think all this through in a matter-of-fact way, not to mention her adaptability and her communication skills, to her being a woman? After all, two of Kajii’s three victims had been of an age that still barely merited terming elderly, and had plenty of money.

But no, she was better off not thinking about this any more. A sense of foreboding loomed over her like a heavy cloud. In a bid to prevent the cloud from casting a shadow over their meeting, Rika took a gulp of sake. Her eyes on the sizzling hotplate with the buttered corn that had been brought to the table, she said, ‘I wanted to ask you! Do you know the book The Story of Little Babaji? I was reading it the other day at the house of a married friend of mine.’

‘I do. The one where the tigers turn into butter?’

‘That’s the one. Do you feel sorry for the tigers? Do you think Babaji’s family are cruel?’

‘It’s just natural selection, isn’t it? That’s the way things work. Nobody’s in the wrong. The tigers need to eat to stay alive.’

Shinoi strung his thoughts together as he de-shelled his edamame. The skin on his hands was dark and his middle fingers were very long.

‘Babaji responded to the situation the only way he could, and the tigers went and killed themselves, no? And when the father brought the butter home to eat, he didn’t know what it was – didn’t know it came from a bunch of dead tigers. That’s how order is preserved in the natural world, across various ecosystems – by the ones who’ve just so happened to make it through by getting their own way. I know it can seem cruel. We’ve come to use the word “evolution” as though it were a resolutely positive thing, but all it means is that the species best-adapted for a particular environment survive, and the others die out. Like how people often say that our print media here in Japan will gradually be driven out by the digital forms, like you see happening in America. That can hardly be called progress, can it?’

Shinoi fell silent, and his words turned round and round in Rika’s head. When he continued, it was in the same tone as before.

‘Do you know the members’ club La Vie in Ginza? The owner was seen coming out of a maternity clinic in Kioichō that all the celebrities go to.’

Choosing her words carefully, Rika decided to venture inside the small jungle that had cropped up in front of her.

‘Oh, I’ve heard rumours about her! Is she still single? She’s the famously beautiful one, right?’

‘She used to be a model, and she’s apparently still quite something.’

‘In that case I imagine her customers are a glamorous bunch.’

She caught sight of a gentle flicker at the back of Shinoi’s irises.

‘There’s the former pop-star Tomomi Otani, and Toyohashi, the baseball player. And then . . .’

As Shinoi pronounced the name of the politician upon whom so many hopes were pinned at the next elections, the corner of his mouth curled unmistakably. Rika felt the floor sway a little beneath her.

‘Thank you.’

To this day, Shinoi had never given her a clear-cut tip-off. Instead, in a tone that suggested he was relating the kind of gossip known to everyone, he would drop into conversation nuggets that lay peripheral to the heart of the story in question. This was why she couldn’t tell anybody about their relationship. They’d met two years previously at the magazine department’s end-of-year party, when he’d still been writing articles for them, and had ended up sitting next to one another by chance. She’d been struck by his reserved persona, which seemed to indicate a distaste for rowdiness – very different to how he came across in the media. The next time they’d run into one another was outside the house of a Diet member. It had been raining. Spurred by her desire for information about the politician in question, she’d invited him for a drink, and he’d brought her to this place as somewhere close by where they could shelter from the rain. It was from that point in time that Rika’s run of scoops had begun.

‘I didn’t say a thing.’

For the first time that day, Shinoi smiled a little. His eyes crinkled up to nothing, and a cluster of small lines formed around his mouth. It was an intimate smile that made the room feel smaller – it reminded Rika that they were alone together.

There were certain things that newspapers and national news channels couldn’t report on: politicians’ affairs, information about the victims of crimes, the personal lives of normal citizens who’d found themselves in the limelight. People like Shinoi felt that they didn’t want to let the information they’d happened to get hold of go to waste, even if they themselves couldn’t use it. Passing it along to a new journalist at a weekly magazine was perhaps a perfectly natural thing to do, not dissimilar to serving the leftovers of yesterday’s dinner to a pet. But why me? Rika was often left asking herself. The question unsettled her. She didn’t have anything to offer Shinoi in return. Several times, she imagined herself through his eyes. There was nothing about her that would rouse his interest in her as a woman. He had never tried to steer things down that route, and she’d never even had a premonition that such a thing might happen.

‘Can I have one?’

She scrounged a cigarette from him. His lighter was running out, so Rika called to the middle-aged waitress with a disinterested manner and asked her to bring the lighter from the kitchen. Putting the dry cigarette to her lips, she held up the gas lighter that looked a lot like a pistol and lit it. At the sight of this, which she fancied looked like something from a hard-boiled detective movie, Shinoi gave a wry smile. Rika didn’t usually smoke, and had to make an effort to make sure she didn’t cough with the first drag. She found Shinoi’s look of incredulous amusement deeply comforting.

I just picked up something that he tossed away in front of me, that’s all it is. No different to Babaji’s dad bringing home the butter he’d found in the jungle.

While it was still warm the buttered corn tasted aromatic and flavoursome, but as it cooled, an acridity began to emerge. They must have been using margarine, she thought.

Dear Ms Machida,

It’s been a while since we’ve been in touch. Thank you for the canned peaches and biscuits that you kindly sent me. Choice are my favourite Morinaga biscuits. I’m aware that Moonlight are the more popular selection, but both they and Marie are made with margarine. Christmas is fast approaching. The year before last, I was planning on ordering a Christmas cake from West. Regrettably, I never got to eat it. Well-made buttercream is truly delicious, but unfortunately it’s so hard to come by of late. Would you be so good as to eat the cake on my behalf? If you were to eat ‘the real thing’, and tell me your impressions immediately afterwards, we might have ourselves some fun.

Manako Kajii

Rika found the letter waiting on her desk after coming back from her meeting with Shinoi. It was now the following day.

After reading the letter twice through, Rika had picked up her phone and pressed the phone number listed on the West home page. After a few rings, a softly spoken woman whose manner reminded Rika of a school prefect picked up.

‘I’m terribly sorry, but our reservation period for Christmas cakes runs only from the first to the twentieth of December. This year we received an unprecedented number of reservations . . . I’m terribly sorry.’ Her words came out smoothly enough that Rika could tell she’d repeated this message many times, but still avoided sounding robotic. Rika put down the phone. Wondering to herself whether the unprecedented popularity had something to do with the butter shortage, she booted up the computer on her desk. A search for the term ‘West Christmas cake’ yielded numerous articles describing its taste, from personal blogs to the sites of well-known food writers. The writers were united in their lavish praise for its classic, refined flavour. Yet Rika knew that borrowing another’s words wouldn’t do. She couldn’t fall into the trap of thinking that she understood simply because she’d read about it. Unless she could articulate in her own words something she’d experienced with her own tongue, there was no point. Manako Kajii would see through her lies immediately.

I’m being tested, she thought to herself.

Rika wracked her brains for any contacts that might be of help: bureaucrats, police officers, celebrities, sports journalists . . . but no, none of them had anything to do with cakes. She was starting to think half in earnest about standing outside the shop and paying someone who’d come to collect theirs to hand it over to her. Just then her eyes fell on the various weekly magazines in the rack by the desk. The Shūmei Weekly ranked third in the industry. She recalled what Shinoi had been saying about natural selection. Everyone thought of this as an age where magazines didn’t sell, but you could be sure that everyone in the industry passed their eyes over them without fail every week. You could even go as far as to say that the people reading the magazines the most avidly, the ones dropping the most money on them, were fellow media employees.

‘Aha!’ she found herself saying aloud. She picked up her phone. Reiko answered almost immediately.

‘This is unlike you, to call at this time! Aren’t you at work? What’s up?’

From the sound of running water in the background, she guessed that Reiko was preparing dinner.

‘Do you know if Ryōsuke’s company buys the cakes made by rival companies, for research?’

‘Of course! Apparently on Christmas, Valentine’s Day and White Day they buy all the products made by the other companies, spread them out in a line in a meeting room, and photograph and taste them. Sometimes if there’s cake left over from one of the famous brands, he’ll sneak some out and bring it so I get to taste it too.’

Rika briefly outlined her situation and Reiko understood right away.

‘A West Christmas cake . . . Okay, got it. It’s a pretty classic choice, so I can’t imagine they won’t have one. I’ll ask. Leave it with me.’ There was a bounce to Reiko’s tone now, and Rika could sense her friend’s enthusiasm for this new mission she’d been entrusted with. Reiko excelled at whatever she turned a hand to and enjoyed helping others out. Being tasked only with housework every day offered little outlet for those qualities, though, and it seemed as if she’d been waiting for just this kind of opportunity.

‘Thank you so much, I mean it. I know I said this in my text, but it was entirely thanks to your advice that Kajii opened up to me in the first place. I owe everything to you.’

Barely any time had elapsed between putting down the phone to Reiko and receiving a message from Ryōsuke.

Now it was Christmas Eve, and Rika had come to the Tokyo headquarters of Ryōsuke’s confectionery company, not far from Gaiemmae Station. When she reached the top of the subway stairs, she saw fine snow falling on Route 246. The office building contained a company-run cafe on the ground floor, and Rika spotted Ryōsuke through the glass, talking to a woman she assumed was the owner. The inside of the cafe was adorned with red and green decorations and a Christmas tree with twinkling lights, and she could see a stylish couple tucking into identical slices of cake. The Ryōsuke who lifted a hand to her in greeting struck her as somewhat off colour, brimming with less youthful vitality than usual. Even the trademark pink tint to his cheeks was gone. She broached the topic hesitantly, thanking him for responding to such an audacious request, and he smiled feebly.

‘Every Christmas, everyone working at headquarters gets sent out to the factories to work on the cake-decorating lines. We do that all night, and then come morning, trot off to the city-centre department stores to do research, without any sleep at all. I know a lot of people think that working in a confectionery company sounds like a dream job, but the truth is that the people working in firms like ours are all well-built, sporty types. You have to be, otherwise you wouldn’t last a minute.’

‘At least when you finally get home you’ll be eating Christmas dinner with Reiko.’

‘That’s true,’ Ryōsuke said, smiling and looking a little bashful, before leading Rika to the employee lift at the back of the lobby. The small enclosed space smelled of chilled fresh cream.

‘To repay the favour, I’d like to do a feature on your company at some point. Our readers love all that kind of stuff: insider secrets about product development and the backstories to the marketing campaigns and stuff.’

‘What I’d love to say right now is, “There’s no need to do anything in return, you’re my wife’s best friend!” But the truth is, that’d be much appreciated. We can’t even scrape together an advertising budget at the moment, and it’d be great to be featured in a magazine with a readership as wide as yours. When times get tight, confectionery is one of the first luxuries people scrimp on. These days, when you can buy decent cakes in any convenience store, it’s tough for middle-grade manufacturers like ours.’

It struck Rika acutely now how true luxury when it came to food demanded determination and energy, even more than it did money. You had to keep abreast of which products were in season, search out a bevy of go-to shops, and be forever researching new products and trends. You had to be perpetually asking your body, calmly, what it was craving at that particular time. In Kajii, that energy was so strong you could have termed it an obsession, the flame that kept her alive. However much time and money Rika were to have, she would never be that way.

The lift reached the third floor. Ryōsuke opened the door to the meeting room, and Rika was greeted by a fresh, fruity scent. The long table positioned centrally in the empty room was lined from one end to the other with Christmas cakes created by all of Japan’s most famous confectionery companies. It made for quite a sight.

‘They’ve already been photographed, so it’s fine to tuck in. The product innovation bunch are coming for a tasting session later, so I’d rather you didn’t polish off the whole thing, but one slice shouldn’t be a problem.’

With a smile Ryōsuke pointed her to cake number four. The buttercream creation was different to the cakes around it, their surfaces were crowded with strawberries, ivy and edible sugar decorations. Aside from the wreaths and candles rendered in cream on its white top, the only decorations here were three flame-shaped biscuits and a sprinkling of ground pistachios and walnuts. Its surface was as smooth as a snowscape, but Rika could tell that innumerable glistening particles of high-quality animal fat lay cloistered away inside. Like the stars, which are still twinkling up in the daytime sky though we cannot see them, Rika thought.

‘I have to say there’s something quite compelling about doing away with all the strawberries and Santas and message plates and so on, and aiming to win the battle on the strength of their buttercream and sponge alone. West always go to town on their ingredients, fully aware it’ll leave them in the red.’

‘Wow. I’ve only ever heard of them before for their Leaf Pie biscuits.’

Saying this, Rika pictured the leaf-shaped pastry biscuits in their white box that someone had left in the corner of the break room at work. The vast proportion of the employees at her company were men, and yet those biscuits had vanished in no time at all. Rika had been slow in making a move, and missed her chance.

‘They say that the West cafe in Meguro that shut two years ago never made a profit, despite being always full. That’s pretty amazing to think about. You have to respect them.’

Meguro lay within walking distance of Fudō-mae, where Kajii had lived. The cafe had to have been one of her favourite places. If that was the case, Rika thought, it was likely that she’d been aiming to pick up her West Christmas cake from there.

With practised gestures, Ryōsuke cut into the cake, transferred a slice onto a plate and held it out to Rika, along with a plastic fork. Thanking him, Rika broke into the slice. She could sense its density beneath the fork’s prongs. Its graceful white and light-yellow cross-section brought a smile to her face.

‘This is actually the first time I’ve ever tried buttercream.’

No doubt because it had been refrigerated until very recently, the cream retained a certain firmness. As it melted under the heat of her tongue, the sweet butter expanded lusciously, rousing all the cells across her body capable of apprehending its rich goodness. The dense sponge saturated with the rich, weighty aroma of milk made her think that she would never again be satisfied by fluffy shortcake with its sweet and sour tang. True taste came with a high price tag, and a high calorie count to match. You had to traverse mountains to come by it. Rika shut her eyes and let the memory imprint itself onto her tongue. Somewhere in the distance, Rika could hear Ryōsuke’s voice teasing her about how serious she looked.

When she stepped out of the office, the snow was still falling. Buying an umbrella seemed too much effort, and her coat grew dusted in snow as she walked at a clip towards Omotesandō Station and took the Chiyoda Line to Ayase Station. She caught a cab to Tokyo Detention House and filled in the usual visitors’ application form. She passed through the metal detectors, walked down the long corridor and then took the lift to the specified floor. Standing in front of the numbered door, Rika found her chest ablaze with conviction that today she would get to see Kajii. After a little while, Kajii appeared with a look of great poise, accompanied by a male prison officer. It was three weeks since Rika had last seen her.

Her first thought was that Kajii looked prettier than the last time. Her skin seemed even paler and smoother than before. Stained a paleish pink shade, her cheeks and eyelids appeared somewhat swollen, as though she’d been crying, but that look wasn’t without allure. She wore a white sweater above a long checked skirt – an outmoded sort of outfit, which left the impression that its wearer was ill-adapted to the times she was living in. But it was also a sophisticated look, and suited Kajii’s face. What’s more, it was ideally suited for Christmas Eve. Kajii was, in her own way, attempting to enjoy her life in the Detention House. Rika recalled Shinoi’s mention of natural selection. She had the sense that come war, come famine, this woman would find a way of surviving.

‘It’s good to see you. I, um . . . I just ate some of the West Christmas cake you mentioned, so I came to thank you for telling me about it, and share my thoughts.’

Kajii didn’t smile. Her sleepy-looking eyes seemed a little out of focus. Partly thanks to the bobbly white sweater that she was wearing, there was something humorously snowman-like about her appearance. Rika didn’t feel afraid of her today. The taste of the cake still lingered on her tongue. Fighting back her impulse to rush ahead, she parted her lips, still oily with the grease of the butter.

‘A simple wreath design, with candles in the middle. The intricate cream piping looked like a sculpture. Aside from the sprinkling of ground nuts and the biscuits in the shape of candle flames, a total absence of decoration. I’m no expert when it comes to confectionery, but I understand that unsalted butter is used as standard in baking. By contrast, the West buttercream uses salted butter. That salinity really brings out the overall sweetness of the cake, adding depth to its richness. The sponge has a satisfying density to it, declaring itself roughly on the tongue, scented like eggs and flour. The Christmas cakes I’ve eaten up until now have all been shortcakes, and it’s always seemed to me that the delicate, fluffy whipped cream and the sweet sourness of the strawberries obliterate the aroma and the texture of the sponge. You talked previously about the sensation of falling that you get from eating butter. The West Christmas cake is . . .’

One day, Rika thought to herself, I’m going to be writing my own articles. I’m not the sort of person to reach for trite phrases. Desperately she groped for the right words to command Kajii’s attention. She wasn’t prepared to lose out to Kajii’s speech about rice with butter and soy sauce. Suddenly, the image of the powder snow she’d encountered outside Gaiemmae came back to her – those crystal flakes whirling and dancing down from the grey sky.

‘A fall that never ends, spinning and spiralling as if waltzing as you plummet ceaselessly down.’

Those perfectly black eyes looked at her straight on, taking her in. Even through the acrylic screen, Rika could tell that Kajii’s lips had grown moist. Her neck heaved up and down. She’s hungry, Rika realised instinctively. Rika’s description of the cake, her explanation of the sensation of eating it, had roused desire in Kajii. Rika couldn’t remember the last time that she’d induced desire in anybody.

A memory surfaced. Back when she’d been at an all-girls’ school, a classmate had begged Rika, tearfully, to let her kiss her. ‘Please, just once,’ she’d entreated. Rika had politely refused, fighting back her surprise. When Rika had re-encountered the girl many years later at a class reunion, she had transformed into a cheerful, good-natured woman, married with two children, and had said nonchalantly to Rika, ‘I was so desperate back then to fall in love, but there were no boys around, and since you were the most boyishly handsome person in sight, I had no choice but to become obsessed with you. I went a bit funny in the head.’ It was clear she was attempting to write the whole thing off as an amusing anecdote from the past, but Rika could remember the episode with an almost cruel level of detail. There was no doubting it – in that moment, the girl had desired Rika. Her eyes and her lips had grown moist, just like Kajii’s were now, and she stared at Rika fixedly with a gaze hot enough to burn right through her. She’d known back then that lots of girls wanted her. Even though she’d understood that she was desired as a substitute for a man, Rika had felt as though she was being validated in her entirety, in a way that made her special.

Come to think of it, it was from around that point on that she had taken care that her body didn’t become rounded and soft. Ensured, too, that she was the best in both her studies and in sport, that she was boyishly rugged and aloof in her behaviour, all the while taking care that these efforts went undetected by people around her. In order to fulfil the wishes of the girls around her for a prince, she needed to excel at everything with cool, calm composure. Sometimes, with a classmate of her choosing, she would open the first couple of buttons of her school shirt, allowing a glimpse of the sturdy nape of her neck and collarbone. She would casually drape her arm around them, brushing shoulders in a way that seemed totally unaffected. Through their uniforms, she could feel their pulses racing.

Instilling desire in someone was a lot of fun, regardless of whether that person was male or female.

But Rika had always believed that using your own wiles to excite someone was a malicious thing to do, in some ways – a base act, a dirty deed. Who had made her think that way? she wondered now. Knowing she’d instilled desire unwittingly in someone whom she wanted nothing to do with would send shivers down her spine, and she’d be swallowed up by a wave of self-hatred. But if the person in question was someone she’d deliberately targeted, then surely her success didn’t devalue her in any way. A true emotion, one that she’d been holding back all this time, moved through her body. Would she be able to put a stop to this? she wondered with concern.

‘Merry Christmas, Rika,’ Kajii said in a voice thick and sweet as savarin syrup. The sound reverberated, until it was absorbed by the cold, hard walls of the visiting room.





Chapter Three

On New Year’s Day in Tokyo Detention House, the prisoners are served ozōni soup and red and white manjū, as well as a tiered bentō box containing a selection of osechi. The contents vary slightly according to the budget, but this year it’s likely to be: deep-fried chicken, nishime, pork kakuni, grilled fish, simmered prawns, kazunoko, yōkan, datemaki, pink-and-white kamaboko, kuri-kinton, kuromame, and fruit. It’s the only day of the year when they’re served pure white rice, rather than rice mixed with barley. I hope this coming year treats you well!

The first message that Rika received in the new year was this one from Shinoi. She poked her head out from the gap between the down duvet and the futon, which was thin enough that she could feel the hardness of the floor beneath. She reached for her phone, which lay beside her pillow. She smiled as she read the text, clearly written by someone unused to composing messages that weren’t strictly business-related. The sunlight filtering through the blinds declared the start of an as-yet unblemished new year. She was pleased that Shinoi had remembered her request. She brought up the keyboard to reply, then decided to do it in the evening. For today, at least, she wanted to avoid any kind of rushed communication. Tomorrow she would be going back into work.

It was now 10 a.m. By the time she’d got here last night, the annual Kōhaku New Year’s Song Contest had already finished, and it was a few minutes before the TV began to show the ceremonial ringing of the bell. Seeing her daughter somewhat unsteady from drinking, her mother had smiled and rolled her eyes, and presented her with a small bowl of New Year’s Eve toshikoshi soba, topped with a piece of yuzu rind. Rika had soaked in the hot bath until she was filmed by a faint sweat, and then slept for over nine hours beside her mother and her occasional teeth grinding. Even that was sufficient to make her feel like her body, ground down by the spate of end-of-year parties, had been restored to life.

Would Kajii be satisfied by the taste of the osechi she’d be served in the Detention House, presumably now for the third time? Staring up at the unfamiliar ceiling, Rika tried to picture the scene, aided by the contents of the message she’d just received. According to her past blog entries, when the year began to draw to a close, Kajii and her younger sister would set about preparing the various dishes that made up the osechi served in multi-tiered bento boxes. Added to this repertoire would be the traditional dishes particular to the Niigata region, such as noppe – a simmered vegetable stew made with taro and shiitake – and hizunumasu – pickled cartilage from the salmon’s head. To make the ozōni mochi soup that was a must on New Year’s Day, she would use her grandmother’s recipe with salmon and cod roe, plenty of strong dashi and lots of vegetables. Just the thought of those small plump white hands carefully simmering and grilling all the ingredients roused a sense of hunger in Rika.

She got up and folded her futon, then looked around at the apartment in which her mother lived alone. She hadn’t been to visit since the previous New Year. A Jeanne Moreau film poster, a photo book showing stylish elderly women walking around New York, a vase with some haphazardly arranged orchids, a few jazz records – she saw now a similarity between her mother’s apartment and Reiko’s house. Hadn’t she read somewhere that people unconsciously selected close friends of a similar personality type to their mothers? As it happened, Reiko and Rika’s mother got along very well. Compared to Rika herself, who was so sloppy when it came to her domestic environment, both women had a distinctive sense of style and created an environment where they could be surrounded by things that they liked, aspects of themselves that they put to use in their working lives too.

Rika’s mother still worked three days a week in the Jiyūgaoka branch of her shop, a boutique aimed at women in their fifties and sixties that sold a wide range of items from clothes to imported knickknacks and interior goods.

There was no sign of her mother in the apartment. On the round IKEA table lay a note reading: ‘Happy New Year! I’ve gone to visit Grandad. Come along when you’re up. Remember to lock the door.’

Her mother’s rent was 78,000 yen per month. The fact that her mother, who would turn sixty-two this year, was living in a place ever so slightly cheaper and smaller than her own would sometimes cause a prickling in Rika’s chest. However much Rika tried to convince her, though, her mother wouldn’t accept any money from her. She was adamant in her stance that a woman never knows what’s going to happen in life. ‘If you’ve got the money to give me,’ she would say, ‘I’d far rather you put it in your own savings.’ When Rika’s grandfather died, she said, she would think about using his inheritance to see about getting somewhere more permanent, but until then she was fine living in this place. Even now, when business was on track, her mother would never spend unnecessarily. Nobody would ever guess to look at them, but all the items of furniture and objects in this flat were bought from mass-retailers, antiques got on the cheap, or gifts she’d been given.

Her parents’ divorce, which had occurred when Rika was just starting at a private middle school, had gone through on the condition that the only money they’d receive from her father were monthly maintenance payments, and so Rika had never once been on holiday with her mother. Perhaps because her school was relatively laid-back and unpretentious, and the fees weren’t extortionate, she has no memory of them ever struggling to get by. The one-bedroom apartment in Hatanodai that the two of them had shared until Rika left university was smaller than her mother’s current flat, and the rent had been 62,000 yen a month. When Rika had eventually discovered how little her mother had been earning at that time, she’d been shocked.

Rika got changed and slowly drank a glass of water. Her grandfather and uncle’s family lived in the red-brick apartment block which she could see from the window.

It was now twelve years since Rika’s grandparents had sold their house and come to live in this spot, ten minutes’ walk from Okusawa Station. Rika’s grandfather, who was about to turn ninety-three, was still physically mobile, but since he’d begun showing the early signs of dementia, he’d started finding aspects of daily life more challenging. These days he relied on Rika’s mother and Rika’s uncle’s family for support, alongside his care workers. Rika’s mother and her aunt – her mother’s younger brother’s wife – had long been on excellent terms, and referred to one another affectionately as Misaki-chan and Etchan. Although her mother was staying over at her grandfather’s place more of late, she seemed to have no intention of giving up her own apartment, saying she wanted to keep hold of a space that was all her own.

Rika heard the sound of the key in the door. Poking her head out of the kitchen, she saw her mother come in, taking off her coat. She had a patterned scarf wrapped around her head, and wore a black turtleneck together with chunky jewellery of a bold design. Her mother was always dressed so chicly that she often looked out of place.

‘What’s happened? I was about to head over.’

‘It’s okay, you don’t have to go. Grandpa lost his temper, and it’s impossible with everyone there trying to soothe him. He’s put his duvet over his head and won’t come out.’

Her mother laid a package down on the table. ‘Some mochi for you.’ She moved in front of the extractor fan and lit a cigarette. Through the thin veil of smoke, her profile looked exhausted.

‘It seems he took offence to the osechi that Etchan bought in the department store. He kept going on about how grandma used to make it herself, standards were slipping, and so on. Then he said that it was no wonder I ended up divorced.’

‘If it was Etchan who bought them, why does he take it out on you and not her?’

Without answering, mother pointed to the package on the table.

‘Do you want to grill them? Apparently they’re fresh ones that he ordered from the local confectioners.’

Rika’s grandfather was judicious in his treatment of Rika’s aunt, but had never showed any mercy towards his own daughter. The tendency had grown even more pronounced after her divorce. There was no denying that, until a few years before her death, Rika’s grandmother had made the time-consuming osechi from scratch, from kuromame – simmered black beans – to the datemaki – omelette rolls. Unlike Rika’s mother, her grandmother had been a talented cook, but back then Rika hadn’t really appreciated the fact, and had simply eaten her osechi out of habit.

Suddenly, a scene came flooding back to her. It was the New Year’s Eve of her final year at primary school, and her father had stormed out of the house. He’d taken a dislike to the kamo seiro – chilled soba noodles with chicken dipping sauce – that her mother had made. Her father, an English literature professor, had grown up spoiled, and was still fussy when it came to food. He was forever finding something to complain about in Rika’s mother’s slapdash cooking. When Rika had told people about the episode in the past, they’d attempted to dress it up as a pleasant memory, saying ‘Wow, your dad was a real foodie!’ or similar. In reality, though, her memory of that New Year’s Eve – which should by rights have been spent with the whole family sitting in front of the television, laughing together, but which had suddenly turned so that the air grew tense and her mother began to cry – was such that even bringing fragments of it to mind now caused her stomach to tense up. Rika had disliked kamo seiro ever since.

Rika’s mother had formerly been a pupil of her father’s. Back when the student protests had been in full swing, her father had been an idol to his students: the young professor kicking back against the system. The two of them had ignored the vehement disapproval of her parents, and their marriage was practically an elopement.

And there was she, thinking that both she and her mother had long ago escaped the kind of icy tension that used to descend upon the dinner table loaded with dishes of her home-cooked food.

‘Etchan was saying that a kid she works with sprinkles sugar and soy sauce on her toasted mochi, and finishes it off with a slice of butter. Don’t you think that’s disgusting? Apparently it’s how the younger generation like to eat them these days.’

‘Butter, eh . . .’

Rika felt the inside of her cheeks puckering, and saliva welling up slowly in her mouth. She knew by now that the taste of butter in combination with any kind of carbohydrate was one of inexplicable fullness. There was no way that the trick wouldn’t work with mochi too. Rika washed her hands then arranged the smooth, pre-cut mochi dusted with rice flour inside the toaster.

‘Grandpa’s just grumpy because his care worker doesn’t come at New Year. The one he’s got at the moment is a pretty young girl who listens and nods to whatever he says, and he’s grown ever so fond of her. He was getting all excited telling me about how the two of them were going to go on a date.’

Rika opened the fridge to find it sparkling clean and, like her own, on the bare side. On the shelf was a jar of Koiwai butter. When she opened the lid, a fresh, sweet scent rose up to greet her. She found the image of her grandfather, whom she had once loved so much, coming together in her head with Manako Kajii’s victims, in a way that made her feel quite melancholy.

Watching the corners of the mochi slowly filling out against the toaster’s crimson-lit insides, mother and daughter fell quiet.

Rika recalled again the conversation she’d had with Shinoi. The variety of species on earth is in continual flux because most species are incapable of truly adapting to their environment and are consequently wiped out. It’s not that the species that manage to survive the process of natural selection form the minority – it’s that those who are wiped out form the majority. Extinction is a crucial phenomenon. Seen through the long lens of human history, the fact that Rika and her grandfather were alive simultaneously was an unnatural state of affairs. The mochi gradually began to take on colour and swell out. When their skin seared with brown grill marks started to split open, revealing glimpses of their sparkling white insides, Rika took them out of the toaster. She perched a generous wedge of butter on top of each, and prepared the sugared soy sauce in a small dish. Watching as the molten butter flowed gently over both the burnished surface and the soft white interior, her stomach rumbled. Though she knew it was bad manners to eat standing up, she stuffed one of the mochi in her mouth right there at the counter.

The heady aroma that rose up through her nose, the crispiness of the skin as it broke open beneath her teeth, the silkiness of the gooey insides that spread themselves flat across every bit of flesh in her mouth and refused to let go . . . The hot butter fused the sugar and soy sauce together, clinging to the sweet, soft, shapeless mass in her mouth, swimming around its outside as though to ascertain its contours. The grease of the butter melded with the grit of the sugar and the pungent soy sauce. By the time she’d finished chewing, the roots of her teeth were trembling pleasurably.

Rika said with a sigh, ‘I can see how you could get addicted to this combination. I’ll grill some more, shall I? Four? Six?’

‘Didn’t you say you’ve got a sensitive stomach after all the end-of-year parties?’ her mother said, her eyes widening as she watched Rika loading up the still-warm toaster with more mochi.

‘Mum, once we’ve eaten these, shall we have an outing?’ Rika said. ‘We could do our New Year’s shrine visit at the Megura Fudō temple, and then go for coffee somewhere.’

Rika knew from experience that, at times like these, the best strategy was to lead her mother away somewhere in order to take her mind off things. She couldn’t keep track of the number of times that she’d witnessed the tragic sight of her mother, hurt by something her grandfather or father had said, trying to recover her equilibrium without letting anyone notice that she’d been affected. Her mother still seemed somewhat dazed, but she assented to the plan, donning again the coat that she’d taken off and stumbling outside. The two of them piled into the backseat of a taxi they’d hailed on the street and, after telling the driver their destination, Rika said very casually to her mother, ‘Isn’t it hard, having Grandpa taking things out on you like that? I know he’s going senile and everything, but still.’

‘Of course it is! It’s exasperating. Thank goodness I don’t live with him, and he’s got Etchan and the care worker as well, so it doesn’t get me down too much, but I don’t know what would happen if it were just the two of us. I’m sure that would sound pathetic to all those people caring for their parents full time.’

Rika was still listening to her mother, making the appropriate responses and helping her to purge her frustration, when the taxi pulled up in front of an expensive apartment building, complete with a concierge, located along a cherry-tree-lined street very close to Meguro Fudō-mae. When her mother shot her a look of confusion, Rika whispered playfully in her ear, ‘This is the building where Manako Kajii was living. I’ve been wanting to come and look at it when I had a moment. Apparently the rent’s 300,000 yen a month.’

‘I was wondering what had got into you! So this outing of ours is all work-related, then?’ her mother asked indignantly, but it was clear that she was already on the way to casting off her earlier sadness. ‘You mean that food fanatic who defrauded all those men from dating sites, right? Wow, quite a spot she chose for herself. Paid for with the money she extorted from them I suppose! Impressive!’

Just like Reiko, Rika’s mother had a healthy curiosity, and was fascinated by whatever was making a splash in the news. Her tone now was high-spirited, and together they stared at the well-tended flowerbeds outside the building, the New Year’s decorations, and the art object made out of driftwood adorning its glass-fronted entrance, which made it appear more like an art museum than a residential building. Even when a resident came out and gave them a withering stare, Rika’s prevailing feeling was still one of relief that her mother’s mood had shifted.

She looked up again at the twelve-storey apartment block, this time with the eyes of a journalist. It was certainly opulent in its construction, but it was the kind of building she often came across when covering celebrities and sports stars – there was nothing about it that promised to reveal a new aspect to Kajii’s personality. For what Rika understood Kajii’s tastes to be, it seemed lacking in individuality and overly contemporary, with very little about it that struck her as distinctive.

Mother and daughter walked around the outside of the building, in the direction of the Meguro Fudō temple. In the temple heaving with people, they lined up to make their New Year’s prayer and drank the warm amazake being served. By the time they came to draw their fortunes for the year ahead, written on slips of paper, any sense of tension had disappeared. On their way to Meguro Station they passed by a fruit parlour, and recalling the taste of the Christmas cake, Rika said, ‘This place used to be owned by that confectionery company, West. It was one of Kajii’s favourite spots.’

There was a ‘Closed for the Holidays’ sign up in the shop window.

‘Was it now?’ Rika’s mother said, her eyes sparkling.

She didn’t want to go to Starbucks, she said, because she couldn’t smoke there, so instead they entered a Doutor by Meguro JR Station. No sooner had she lifted her mug of coffee to her lips when she began talking.

‘You know, I feel like I can really understand why Manako Kajii was so popular with men. The truth is . . . You promise you won’t mention this to anyone?’

She giggled like a schoolgirl and leaned across the table to whisper in Rika’s ear. What Rika heard nearly made her choke on her mouthful of milk tea.

‘What! You worked as a decoy at a matchmaking party? I need to hear more about this.’

‘Oh no, I get scared when you get that journalist’s face on . . . You’re not writing an article on this, you hear? I told you in confidence.’

Her mother slid a Mevius cigarette out of the packet and lit it. The request, she told Rika, had come via a friend of hers who worked in a matchmaking company, who she’d initially met as a customer of the shop, and had begun occasionally going out for drinks with. The woman pleaded with her, saying that having someone so attractive there really helped the mood, and so Rika’s mother had agreed to go out of curiosity. The party, which was limited to people over sixty, had taken place in an event venue in a Roppongi hotel. It had been, to borrow her mother’s description, ‘utter hell’.

‘I never thought that at this age, I’d be treated like a hostess! When the truth is I wouldn’t want to listen to a babyboomer grandpa boasting about all his past triumphs even if I were getting paid for it. Women like me aren’t interested in a dazzling list of accolades – we want to meet men who can hold a decent conversation. It wasn’t just me who was sickened by it, either. I found two other like-minded souls. As soon as our eyes met, we could tell that we were all feeling the same. When it was over the three of us went to Amando for tea – I’ve not been there in ages. When it comes to Roppongi, us women are far more in the know than the men!’

‘That’s so you, Mum. Still, I bet that looking the way you do, the men still had the hots for you.’

‘That’s the thing – not at all! That sort of man isn’t looking for a partner with whom they can communicate equally, to share their life with. Nope, what they want is a capable hostess, who’ll listen to them wittering on. Those women do exist, but most of them are employed by the party hosts. Professionals, in other words. I shouldn’t go blurting this around, but apparently these matchmaking parties for seniors are rife with actual prostitutes – they’re their main hunting ground. I heard that from the women I went to tea with. I suppose there were a few at the one I was at too. In fact, now I say that, there was a woman who I thought was behaving a bit peculiarly, snuggling up to the men and so forth.’

‘Professionals . . .’

Wasn’t the great tragedy of Kajii’s victims that they had mistaken a service, for which they should have paid a professional, with a woman’s natural kindness and consideration?

‘I say professional, but you’d never in a million years be able to tell by looking at them. To do that job you have to look like a regular middle-aged woman. You can’t surprise the men, or make them feel anything new. And then the men come flocking. And that’s okay, no? If they’re meeting each other’s needs, and having a good time,’ her mother finished dryly, breathing out smoke. Her latest relationship, Rika deduced from this, had now ended. Between her mother’s brows lay traces of disappointment that had been formed over decades, and were now impossible to erase.

Her mother was a highly serious and fastidious person, but was destined to be seen by others as reckless, and to suffer as a result. Both Rika’s grandfather and father had done nothing but criticise her, but she would laugh it off and end up catering to their selfish whims. Their strategy worked because they knew full well that she was the kind to worry about the feelings of those around her, keep her own feelings inside, and never explode. Housework, work, childcare, and now caring duties – her mother had always performed a complex juggling act, but had never complained about it, even to Rika.

After the divorce, her mother’s income had been taken up more or less entirely by the rent for their Hatanodai apartment and their living costs, and for a while her grandfather had covered her school fees. When Rika formulated the idea that she might be the reason that her mother still felt indebted to her grandfather, she felt a rush of guilt.

‘Have you been to visit your dad’s grave recently?’

‘I’ve been thinking that I should find the time to, but haven’t quite managed it.’

‘You should go to see him from time to time. He’s your blood relative, after all. I’m nothing but a stranger and even I went twice last year.’

Caught off guard by this announcement, which was delivered with the utmost smoothness, Rika stared at her mother. It wasn’t as though the subject of her father was taboo between them, but neither was it one they tended to bring up.

When her mother had asked for a divorce, her father had been bewildered. His initial reaction was one of childish confusion, and then he’d flown into an uncontrollable rage. Rika was confident that up until that point, he hadn’t even imagined that the situation had been stressful for her mother, or that she might want to leave him. She remembered now the sight of her mother’s neck and shoulders filling her field of vision from where she was sitting in the child’s seat on the back of the bicycle. As she pedalled up the hill, her top was stretched taut across her sweaty skin, and the nubs of her spine stood right out. While still a full-time homemaker, her mother had used to cycle from library to library, taking out the new novels that her father had reserved. It was not out of the ordinary for her to cycle to five libraries in a day. Rika had enjoyed those trips on her mother’s bike to the libraries that she so loved, but if her mother failed to pick up even one of his reservations, her father’s mood would turn sour and he’d fall silent, so there had always been a desperate quality to her mother’s expression. Thinking back on it, it was from that point on that the financial difficulties had begun. Towards the end of Rika’s time in primary school, her mother had taken a part-time job in spite of her father’s resistance, and refused thenceforth to do the library run. After her parents had split, Rika’s father had carried on living by himself in the Mitaka apartment where Rika had been born.

Apparently misinterpreting Rika’s silence as consternation, her mother now said, ‘What’s wrong with that? I happened to be on my way back from checking out an import brand in Minato Mirai, so I called in to the graveyard in Yokohama. I don’t have a single good memory of your father. Do you know, right before your middle school entrance exams, he started saying that he was going to quit his job at the university and dedicate himself to the novel he’d always dreamed of writing. He was really messed up. Did he have any idea how much we suffered?’

Even in complaining about Rika’s late father, there was a lightness to her mother’s tone, and her words didn’t bring Rika down. Did she really feel as carefree about it as she made out, though? When a sentimental old song came on in the cafe she snorted with laughter, but then glanced down at her watch, making Rika suspect she was thinking about getting back to her grandfather.

It was the evening of the 4th, after the three days of official New Year’s holiday were over, that Momoe Ōyasu, owner of the Ginza members’ club La Vie, agreed to an interview with Rika, who was stationed outside her Hiroo apartment. Naturally, she had told Ōyasu that the magazine was planning to run a photo of her visiting the Kioichō Maternity Clinic, as well as a picture of her with the up-and-coming politician who was a regular visitor to the club.

‘You’re certainly determined, spending your New Year’s holidays like this,’ Ōyasu had said in apparent exasperation with Rika, who had been standing outside her apartment since the 2nd, before reluctantly agreeing to talk to her there on the street. Her diminutive figure, like that of a young girl, was swaddled in an expensive-looking coat, and Rika was unable to ascertain whether or not she was showing. Like Rika’s mother, she’d tied back her long hair with a scarf, her bare white forehead gleaming in the dark of the street. A beautiful woman of indeterminate age, there was something about her pointed chin and the fierce glimmer in her large eyes that exerted pressure on the person she was speaking to, depriving them of the opportunity to look at her with any ill will.

‘It’s true that he’s a regular customer, but I don’t see him outside of work. That photograph was taken when we both happened to be walking in the direction of the club, and bumped into one another on the street. I don’t deny that I’m expecting, no. I don’t intend to make the father’s name public, but when I become a mother I’m planning to hand over the club entirely to the girls working there. I intend to step back from the world of entertainment, and go into beauty treatment.’

The dignity with which she made this announcement struck Rika. And yet, although the article that the editorial desk wrote up from Rika’s report preserved some of this statement, they omitted the part where she denied the courtship, and moulded the story into the kind of sex scandal about a major politician deemed fit to grace the front page of the first Shūmei Weekly of the year.

The relaxed time she’d enjoyed on New Year’s Day soon disappeared without a trace under an onslaught of one hectic day after another, and she didn’t even have time for the nanakusagayu – rice porridge containing seven spring herbs – that it was traditional to eat on the morning of the 7th. At least I’ll be getting out of the office for lunch today, Rika thought as she struck the enter key with a force that immediately made her embarrassed.

‘Rika, have you put on weight?’

Hearing the mocking tone of the question – not by any means the first today – Rika turned around in exasperation. Now even Kitamura, who as a rule showed zero interest in other people, was talking to her about her weight, with evident surprise on his face.

‘How did you manage to gain so much weight when you barely took any time off?’

The fact that what he was saying was spot on made her even less inclined to reply. In all likelihood she had been accruing fat since before the turn of the year. Then there were all the mochi her mother had given her, which she’d been tucking into as a nightly snack.

She had, of course, been faintly aware of the changes to her body. There was a heaviness around her jawline, and her breasts had got bigger, so that the underwiring of her bra felt tight. She could see the fat gleaming pale and white on her lower abdomen. Having a sense of what was happening, she’d got on the scales kept in the medical office at work, only to find that she weighed more than she had ever done. Unable to believe it at first, she’d stepped on and off the scales repeatedly.

The text that she’d received late last night from Makoto also irked her.

Have you put on a few pounds?

He’d followed this up with a sticker of an anime character slapping their hands to their cheeks and screaming. Rika had felt a flicker of anger. If he’d caught sight of her at work, he could at least have said hello! Alone in her apartment, she felt her cheeks flush with embarrassment.

It’s probably because you’ve been eating that stodgy pasta late at night. Still, what’s done is done. Just watch yourself now and you’ll be fine.

What did he mean, ‘you’ll be fine’? This was the first time since they’d started dating that Makoto, who could barely summon the enthusiasm to send a Happy New Year text message, was showing such strength of conviction.

Hey, you can hardly talk! Your belly’s huge these days, thanks to all that drinking. You’ve started snoring and everything.

Men putting on weight is different from women putting on weight, though. I’m only saying this for your sake, Rika.

She knew from his tone that he was angry. She didn’t reply. This morning another message had arrived from him, hammering the point home.

I’m being deliberately harsh when I say this, but for the record, I definitely don’t think it’s a good idea for you to put on weight. I haven’t got fixed ideas about the way women should look or anything, but if people around you think you’re not making an effort, you’ll lose their respect.

Putting a forcible end to the task she’d begun, Rika slung on her coat and dashed out to Kagurazaka. The short jog to reach her destination on time made her break out in a light sweat all over her body – she wondered if this might help her shift some weight.

Reiko was already sitting on the cafe terrace that looked out across the moat in front of Iidabashi Station, drinking a cup of herbal tea. With an appointment at the maternity clinic she’d started attending in Suidōbashi, she’d got in touch to ask Rika to lunch, if she could find the time. Her hair, worn loose over her soft chestnut-coloured jumper, had the lustre of a woman with time to devote to her appearance, and just the sight of it calmed Rika’s heart. The two wished one another a Happy New Year, spread out the menus in front of them, and quickly placed their orders.

‘Sorry to make you come out all the way to my part of town,’ Rika said.

‘Don’t apologise! I’ve got time on my hands – I’m happy to come to you.’

Reiko was sneaking glances at the man in a suit slurping pasta at the next table. Rika cocked her head inquisitively.

‘He tried to light up a cigarette and got told off by a female customer,’ Reiko whispered. ‘She was so harsh I felt sorry for him. The sharing dishes look exactly like ashtrays, so it’s hardly his fault if he got confused . . . Even as a non-smoker, I feel like this new anti-smoking drive is a bit extreme.’

Rika saw that the man was slumped over the table, lifting his fork to his mouth in a slightly forlorn manner.

‘The doctor I went to see today has a reputation as the infertility expert. The surgery doesn’t take reservations, so you have to wait at least three or four hours. When I gave my name at reception they told me to come back in two hours’ time.’

‘Wow, they’re that popular? When’s your next appointment? If you tell me, I can keep that day free. I’d love it if we could start having lunch regularly.’

‘I think it’ll depend on what happens today. It’s all down to when you ovulate, so sometimes you’re told to come back the following day. It was a right pain when I was still working. Having to take several afternoons a month off causes all sorts of problems for your colleagues, obviously. In that sense, it’s good to have more time on my hands than I know what to do with.’

It was the first time Rika had heard Reiko admit to having too much time. Taken by surprise, she was unsure how to respond.

‘Sorry, I shouldn’t talk like that. It’s bad form when I’m the one who chose to stop working. Forget I said it. What’s been going on with you?’

Even if they only had a short time in each other’s company, Rika would have liked to ask Reiko more. With the conversation now directed at her, though, she made a confession of her own.

‘Actually, I’ve been taking Manako Kajii’s advice and eating like crazy, and in the process I’ve put on five kilos. I currently weigh fifty-four kilos.’

Fighting back her embarrassment, she confided to her friend what everyone in the office was gossiping about. Reiko tilted her head and scrutinised Rika.

‘Now you mention it I can see you’ve filled out a little. But how tall are you again – five feet three? At that height, fifty-four kilos isn’t even plump. The beauty standards in the mass media are crazily exacting. If it’s bothering you, though, why don’t you try exercising to make up for the extra food you’re eating? I’d recommend weight training rather than aerobic exercise. You’re so sporty, you’ll easily be able to shed a couple of kilos and enjoy yourself in the process. Then you’ll not just be slim, but really toned.’

Where Makoto’s suggestion had caused a visceral reaction in her, Reiko’s advice made its way inside her frictionlessly. Reiko was right – the situation wasn’t yet beyond repair. She just had to take a look at her lifestyle and make gradual adjustments. From this vantage point, it suddenly seemed strange to think that she’d lost her confidence and been so thrown by a few offhand comments.

‘Still, Manako Kajii must be quite something, to change the habits of someone like you – you’d give a cave-dwelling hermit a run for their money. For better or worse, she must have heaps of charisma. It makes me want to meet her.’

‘I’m trying to imagine you two together and all I can see is a pit viper and a mongoose at each other’s throats. I can’t think for a second that you’d get on.’

‘Why not? Are you saying I’m savage enough to rival a convicted serial killer?’ At this Reiko puffed out her cheeks sulkily, and Rika giggled. You wouldn’t know it to look at her, but Reiko was especially adept at getting her own way, often in defiance of the people around her. Her love of food, also, matched Kajii’s in its ardency. Rika couldn’t imagine that Kajii, who needed to be in pole position at all times, would ever open her heart to Reiko. Perhaps, she thought now, it was precisely her own lack of sexiness, of in fact any kind of intensity, that allowed Kajii to relax and let go of her compulsion to compete with those around her.

‘Anyway, we live in an age where knowing what’s a good amount for you gets a bad rap. Same with the smoker from before.’

‘A good amount?’

Reiko reached out and drew the sugar pot closer to her, sprinkling half a teaspoonful into her cup. ‘You know how in recipes it’ll say “sugar to taste” or “a good amount of salt” and so on? A friend of mine who edits cookery books for a living said that they’ve started having complaints about recipes that leave things to the individual’s discretion. She thinks it’s because people are increasingly worried about making mistakes, and losing faith in their own judgement – they don’t know what “a good amount” looks like for them. When in fact, cooking is all about trial and error.’

‘This is hard to hear. I think I’m probably that type too.’

Reiko set her cup down on the table and smiled, then looked towards the Chūō Line tracks that ran along the other side of the moat. Every time Rika saw her, Reiko seemed to have shrunk a fraction, as if she were a grain of rice whose outside layers were being gradually polished away. It was less that she looked unhealthy, and more as though, little by little, she was reverting to her younger self. There was no difference between the person sitting before her now and the eighteen-year-old Rika had first met. She didn’t know if that was a good thing or not.

‘Nobody has to be fully satisfied by just one thing, and nor do they have to aim to be like everyone else. It’s plenty if people can enjoy things a good amount, and be satisfied with their life overall. Enjoying a cigarette after a meal is okay, and putting on a little weight isn’t anything to merit fussing about. I guess some would see that as a slacker’s take, though.’

With this final line, Reiko cocked her head. Rika wanted to reach out and squeeze her pale hand. Neither she nor Reiko had really changed. Rather than making her happy, the fact seemed tinged with pathos.

‘But that means knowing what’s a good amount for you personally.’

‘Right. Which is why you may need to eat all sorts of different foods, and find the tastes and the body size that work for you. Hey, why don’t we make a habit of having lunch together, and try out new restaurants together? There’s loads of good places in this neighbourhood. I think it’s so great that you’ve had your eyes opened to the wonders of good food! I suppose I have Kajimana to thank for that.’

‘I like that idea. I’ll try expanding the boundaries of my taste buds, a little at a time.’

The pasta and salad they’d ordered arrived. The surface of the moat spread out in front of them was calm, absorbing the high blue January sky.

‘Mochi with butter? That sounds scrumptious. Despite the intensity of its flavour, butter can accommodate any ingredient, and I imagine it would make a seamless combination with warm, softly stretching mochi.’

As she spoke, Kajii’s eyes moistened and her lips took on a dull sheen. It was the first time Rika had seen her since the new year. The osechi had apparently been to her satisfaction, and no sooner had Rika enquired about them that Kajii started in on her detailed assessment: the nishime vegetable stew had not been a triumph, but the kuri-kinton weren’t bad, and so on. In this manner, Rika was able to broach the subject of New Year’s meals in the house where Kajii had grown up.

‘What makes mochi delicious is the way that, beneath that endless surface of soft, plump skin, the mochi rice still retains a vestige of its former shape, and grazes roughly along the tongue. I remember how, back at home, we would roast kiritanpo skewers and eat them with butter and soy sauce. With kiritanpo, the granular texture of the rice is deliberately preserved during the pounding, and it’s then moulded onto cedar sticks. The way the textures on the tongue alternate between chewy and abrasive is thrilling. When you add the ooze of butter to that it’s just – ahhhh!’

Observing the sensual way that Kajii squirmed and sighed, the prison officer standing behind her shifted his eyes uncomfortably. Rika found herself saying, ‘Thanks to all those mochi I ate, though, my colleagues are teasing me for having put on weight. I’m thinking about how best to lose it.’

A shadow descended across the plump pale face on the other side of the acrylic screen. The crease in her chin deepened, and was joined by others.

‘There is nothing in this world so pathetic, so moronic, so meaningless as dieting.’

Damn, I’ve blown it, Rika thought. She could have kicked herself. The door which had begun to open in front of her was now slammed shut.

‘My mother was a truly ignorant woman who was utterly fixated on dieting, and demanded the same of her daughters. A woman with a cold, impoverished soul and not a trace of femininity about her, who ignored her own husband to pursue her trifling hobbies, her social activities and her work. An utterly miserable creature. Not an iota of charm about her. My father can’t ever have been loved in a way that truly satisfied him.’

Hearing Kajii alluding to her parents’ sex lives with perfect equanimity left Rika a touch startled. She felt certain that this was an important pronouncement Kajii was making. If her memory served her correctly, Kajii had become tight-lipped in court whenever the subject had turned to her mother.

‘For what purpose, exactly, do you want to lose weight? Are you worried about not being attractive to men? Because in that case, you have nothing to fear. Men are naturally attracted to shapely, full-figured women. When I say men, I’m of course referring to real men, who are emotionally mature, affluent, and capable of generosity. Men who favour women with bodies like skinny children are the ones with no confidence in themselves. They’re without exception servile, sexually and emotionally immature, with no capacity for financial generosity, either.’

Kajii simply didn’t permit the people who wouldn’t accept her into her field of vision. That was how she was able to remain so full of confidence. The scent of camphor that clung to her was one unique to women who had only dated older, affluent men. The reason that Rika couldn’t feel any envy towards her, however much her blog flaunted her luxurious way of living, was that it all seemed to belong to a bygone age – wealth as a codified form of belief in the dominance of the rich and powerful.

‘No, I’m not particularly bothered about how men see me. This is a very mainstream view that I’m expressing, so please don’t take offence, but here in Japan, it’s thought that it’s beautiful to be thin. It’s better for your health, and clothes look more flattering on you that way.’

‘You should read Madame de Pompadour.’

‘Wasn’t she the lover of Marie Antoinette’s grandfather?’

‘You people working in the media all graduate from good universities, and yet you don’t know a thing, do you?’

Even this mocking tone of Kajii’s didn’t grate on Rika. It came as a surprise to her, but she was starting to enjoy Kajii speaking to her in this condescending way.

‘She was a noblewoman who became Louis XV’s chief mistress. She mused constantly about how to soothe the spirits of the king, so ground down by the war as they were. She educated herself in all kinds of disciplines, and came up with wonderful ideas on practically a daily basis. She invited men of letters to the palace, thereby originating salon culture. She produced plays, treading the boards herself, and convincing the Royal Family about the joys of acting. She became a connoisseur of wine and created the trend for selecting wines based on their region of origin. Many of her innovations form indispensable elements of French cuisine as we know it today.’

Rika found herself rapt by Kajii’s speech. In a different way from Reiko, Kajii opened up a new world to her, expanding her perspective. She thought to herself that she would try gathering material about Madame de Pompadour. At the same time, she felt the story had a common thread with her mother’s tale of the matchmaking party. At the end of the day, men were not looking for a real-life woman, but a professional entertainer.

‘What lay behind Madame de Pompadour’s actions wasn’t any personal ambition or desire to show off. Her enduring innovations came from an earnest desire to devote herself to someone else, from a natural, feminine kindness.’

While Rika hated to admit it, she knew that what people would be talking about a hundred years from now would not be the articles she had busted a gut to write, but Manako Kajii and her case. This was no time to withdraw, though. She had to find a way of writing up this interaction between her and Kajii, which had been going on now for a month. She thought about how to broach the subject with Kajii. She’d have to wait for the right moment, then ask Kajii if she’d consent to being featured in an interview, so long as its content had nothing to do with her case. Her retrial would begin in spring.

‘Are you listening to me?’

Rika was pulled back to the cramped visiting room by Kajii’s imperious voice.

‘In the same way that real men understand the beauty of a full-bodied woman, real French cuisine uses oodles of butter. Present-day Japan, enamoured by phrases like “low on sweetness”, “low in calories”, “light”, and “simple-tasting” wouldn’t know the real thing if it hit them in the face. Preferring simple-tasting food once you know how good butter can be, I can just about forgive. But these people can’t even tell the difference between butter and margarine! For women like me, who are only interested in the real thing, it’s unbearable. You too, though – it’s imperative that you taste classic, orthodox French cuisine at least once. I suggest Joël Robuchon in Ebisu.’

‘Is that the one in Ebisu Garden Place that looks like the Disneyland castle?’ Rika asked unthinkingly, surprised by the appearance of this familiar name. Perhaps feeling that she’d been looked down on, Kajii pulled a huffish face.

‘That’s right. With these sorts of things, the orthodox choice is the safest route. I used to be taken there often on dates. I believe I went there two or three times with Mr Yamamura.’

Rika felt sweat forming between her fingers. It was the first time the name of one of her victims emerged from Kajii’s mouth. This was why she’d spent the last month gorging on butter, like someone possessed, she thought to herself.

Tokio Yamamura, who had fallen under a train in November 2013, was the final victim in Kajii’s case, a single man of forty-two who worked in one of the country’s most prominent think tanks. He’d met Kajii in July of that year on a matchmaking site, and the two had immediately started dating with a view to getting married. Not only was he younger than Kajii’s other victims, but as a keen trainspotter he was also something of a well-known figure online. His knowledge of the Odakyu and Hankyu lines, which he trotted out on his blog, was viewed as unrivalled in its thoroughness. He lived with his mother in central Tokyo, but when he started dating Kajii, he moved into his own apartment with a good view of the tracks near a station on the Odakyu Line. Photographs of him showed a man with a slender, boyish build. His clean-shaven face and polo shirt with its neatly ironed collar gave the impression of a meticulous character.

‘Was Mr Yamamura knowledgeable about French cuisine?’

‘Not in the slightest. He didn’t know the first thing about wine, and he’d never even eaten game before. He would often lapse into silence, a troubled expression on his face, which was highly embarrassing. He wasn’t the kind to savour conversation or cuisine, but I could sense his earnestness and loyalty to me.’

Rika could see that if she didn’t intervene, Kajii’s boasting would continue indefinitely. She decided to go on the offensive, armed with a key piece of intel.

‘If I remember rightly, this is the person who mistook your boeuf bourguignon for beef stew, am I right? I looked it up, and discovered that in French, boeuf bourguignon means ‘beef done in a Burgundy style’. In other words, stewed in red wine. I have to say, I don’t feel like it’s such a terrible error for someone who knows little about cooking to call it “beef stew” . . .’

No sooner were the words ‘boeuf bourguignon’ out of her mouth than Rika saw Kajii’s expression change dramatically. It was as Reiko said: her spirits soared at the very mention of food. It was unexpectedly easy to manipulate her feelings.

‘But in Japan, the words “beef stew” refer to a different dish altogether! Boeuf bourguignon is the very first dish we learned to make at Le Salon de Miyuko. I made it for Mr Yamamura as a sign of my gratitude to him for allowing me to frequent the school.’

Once again, Reiko’s intuition had proved correct. Perhaps everything led back to that cooking school in Nishi-Azabu, and to that group of women.

‘Then, to cap it all, he said he wanted to eat it not with bread, but with rice!’ Kajii shook her glossy wavy hair as if in disgust.

‘But it seems he appreciated the food you made for him, no? He texted his mother before he died to tell her about the meal, saying how delicious it was.’

‘It was less that he understood the taste of the dishes I prepared, and more that he simply wanted to take his meals by my side. He used to often say, “I’d sooner die than end up living a solitary life eating takeaway bento boxes by myself.”’

This again, Rika thought. For Kajii’s victims there seemed to be only two types of meal: the warm, comforting kind eaten at a dinner table clustered with dishes lovingly prepared by a woman’s patient hands, and the sad, lonely takeaway meals for one. Why so extreme in their thinking? Even if they were alone, even if they were eating food from the convenience store, it only took a little bit of imagination and application to transform the moment into a pleasurable one. Also, while these men seemed obsessed by food and meals, their understanding of taste was totally undeveloped. They didn’t know what a ‘good amount’ was for themselves, either. Rika decided to air these doubts with Kajii.

‘How did you manage to make such delicious meals for men whom you had no intention of being with long-term? Wasn’t it a bore?’

‘You really don’t understand anything, do you?’

Rika was sure that she heard Kajii click her tongue.

‘It gives me pleasure to give men pleasure. It’s not ‘work’, at least as you conceive of it. Caring for, supporting and warming the hearts of men is women’s god-given role, and, without fail, performing it makes women beautiful. They become goddesses. Don’t you see? You find so many hard, spiky women these days because they lack love towards men, and are unsatisfied as a result. You have to understand that women can never hope to rival men’s power. That’s nothing to be ashamed of. When you acknowledge the differences between the sexes, when you accept men for how they are and work to support and please them, a future of freedom and abundance awaits you. Everyone is suffering because they’re trying to rail against the natural order of things.’

As she spoke, Kajii’s face was contorted by a violent anger and frustration at odds with the content of what she was saying. Her mouth and nose took up unusual positions, giving her a wholly different face to the one that Rika had become accustomed to. Her eyes grew bloodshot, and her irises startlingly dark.

‘Women’s obsession with work and independence and so on is the source of their dissatisfaction. When women surpass men, their chance for romance slips away from them. Men and women alike need to understand that they can’t find happiness without each other. If you scrimp on butter, your food will taste inferior, and if you scrimp on femininity and a wish to serve your partner then your relationships will grow impoverished – why can’t you fathom that? My case is attracting this much attention precisely because there are so many totally misguided women out there. They can’t bear to see me acting so uninhibitedly!’

Growing more and more heated, Kajii began enunciating the end of her sentences with great force. Rika was surprised to hear her refer to how others were perceiving her. She had thought Kajii barely registered such things.

‘That’s why you’re worthless, all of you!’ she howled, her face a deep tomato red.

‘That’s the end of the meeting!’ barked the prison officer as he came rushing over, restraining Kajii. She had entirely forsaken her usual affected composure. Her nostrils flared and her shoulders heaved up and down as she breathed. Noticing Rika staring at her astonished, Kajii seemed to come back to herself.

‘I’m tired,’ she murmured.

For a while, Rika found herself unable to get to her feet. When she finally stood and passed down the long corridor and out of the Detention House, the sight of the buildings with no sign of any life inside struck her as even more bleak than usual.

The flowers placed by the guardrail had been replaced again with fresh ones. Pheasant’s eyes – Rika wasn’t at all good with flowers but she had a sense that was what they were called. They were the New Year’s flower.

In order to have sufficient time and money at your disposal and to generally enjoy yourself while serving as an entertainer for men, and to do this so well that you never once presented them with a glimpse of what went on behind the scenes, you needed to treat the role as your career, as Kajii had done. You had to give up working, give up being a mother. Even Momoe Ōyasu, the ultimate professional, had decided to throw it all away and brave the world alone the moment she became a mother.

On the one hand you had the men seeking a professional, and on the other, women looking for a partner to share their life with. Sensing the sheer depth of the rift existing between the two positions, Rika felt dizzy. But men weren’t all like that, she tried telling herself. Think of Makoto – but then she remembered their recent message exchange and felt as if she had accidentally crunched a mouthful of sand.

What was it that Makoto wanted if not a woman slender as a board who never said anything troublesome, didn’t tie him down, and wasn’t in any way too much for him? Would he not, in fact, drop her with surprising abruptness if she failed to meet even one of those requirements? Rika didn’t want to believe it, she wanted to think that Makoto wasn’t the kind of man to force a particular role on a woman. She’d fallen for him because he was someone with whom she could share her feelings.

When the two of them had first met, they’d spent hours talking about their childhoods and their favourite books. Every time they found things they had in common, the sparkle in his eyes would grow brighter.

There she went, reminiscing on the early stages of their relationship again. She found it impossible to picture their future in a way that seemed appealing. But this loss of confidence in their relationship was surely the result of their spending so little time together, so that her sense of him as a person was starting to fade. This year, she said to herself, she’d make an effort to see as much of him as possible.

Effort, effort, effort – this word that seemed to attach itself to her every waking hour, as pervasive as a curse. How could she try any harder than she already was? She barely ever saw her family, or her boyfriend, or her best friend. She took one day off for the New Year break. Even after Reiko’s advice, she was finding it hard to create the time to exercise. This lunchtime, being mindful of her calorie consumption, she’d shovelled down a seaweed salad that she hadn’t even wanted to eat. Cold seaweed on a midwinter day had chilled her to the core.

Was the future that Rika dreamed of for herself exactly the kind of thing Kajii had been warning against? Would becoming the first woman to make the editorial desk make men fear her? Could she become strong enough to genuinely no longer care what men thought of her? She didn’t understand how you were supposed to decide how much was enough. She had no idea what a ‘good amount’ for her would be.

Rika took out her smartphone and put in a call to the Joël Robuchon. Asked how many people her reservation was for, she hesitated, then requested a table for one, for dinner next week. She would have loved to go with Reiko but it seemed cruel to ask her out to a costly dinner when she wasn’t working. Asking her mother was fraught, too, when she was busy caring for Rika’s grandfather on weeknights. She suspected Makoto wouldn’t want to go, either. The atmosphere in those kinds of places set him on edge, and she thought he might well complain about the rich, buttery taste of the food.

If she was going to fork out that kind of money, then she would ideally sit opposite someone with whom she could fully share the experience. If that was impossible, then she didn’t mind going alone. She knew this way of thinking couldn’t be further from Kajii’s conviction that when eating out it was essential to have a male companion. Rika felt that a boyfriend was someone you should meet only at those times your needs perfectly corresponded. She was pretty sure that Makoto felt the same.

So, really, we’re in the same boat, Rika thought as she raised an arm to hail a taxi. The cold wind coming off the river stung the inside of her nose and slapped at her cheeks, instructing her: Make an effort! But be sure not to surpass everybody else while you’re at it!

Out of the corner of her eye, she thought she saw the pheasant’s eyes wavering about in a gust of wind.





Chapter Four

Finally reaching the end of the covered walkway that snaked along for what felt like an eternity, Rika was met by a blast of wintry night wind that seemed to strip off not just her clothes but the flesh of her body as well, mercilessly lashing the bare bones beneath. Once across the street, she was afforded a view of Ebisu Garden Place in its entirety. In the distance stood the palatial facade of the Joël Robuchon, lit up grandly from outside. The wide open space yawning between Rika and the building made her hesitant, and she was struck by the urge to turn around, go home and eat the butter-and-soy-sauce rice topped with a fried egg that had become her new favourite dinner. By the time she reached the entrance on the right-hand side of the building, she was weary with cold and nerves.

She had deliberated long and hard, but eventually opted to wear the chocolate-brown tweed suit that was her go-to for formal occasions. Solo female diners must be few and far between at Joël Robuchon. What would the people working here think of her?

‘Irasshaimase!’

In front of the reception desk, a tall woman in a black suit with a chignon slipped off Rika’s coat. Her fluid movements made the heavy, well-worn garment feel feather-light. Rika followed her up the staircase with its ornate banisters to the first floor.

The glass doors opened. Rika blinked at the scene that unfolded in front of her, as dazzling to her eyes as if she’d dived into a glass of champagne. The whole space sparkled with honey-coloured light. The faint sounds of glasses clinking and forks against plates became themselves flashes of light, bounding around the room.

Shown to a table in one corner, Rika took her seat. Behind her, a pane of glass protected the dazzling display of Swarovski crystal that studded the walls. The waitress ran through the day’s menu, but her speech was so strewn with words Rika had never heard before that none of it seemed to sink in. She looked down at the menu and ordered a glass of what looked like the cheapest champagne. This wasn’t officially part of her professional research so she couldn’t put it on expenses and she’d be paying over 30,000 yen for the dinner already.

She glanced up at the chandelier laden with so many crystals that it seemed likely to fall from the ceiling at any second. Was this the real world? Was the world in which Rika usually lived the fake one? The experience was making her unsure. She took in her surroundings. As she’d anticipated, the restaurant was full of couples. With just a cursory look, she could make out three pairs of elderly men with young women. She could tell that they weren’t fathers and daughters, either. The women’s hair and skin were singularly lustrous, and they were dressed in a way that suggested that doing so was their profession, while the men looked affluent.

A serving of clear jelly was brought out as the amuse bouche. It came in a heavy, elegant porcelain dish which she felt sure would have made her swoon if she’d known the first thing about ceramics. The neatly lined up forks and knives were immaculately polished, and caught the light from the chandelier. Rika put a spoonful of the jelly to her mouth and was hit by the sour tang of lemon rind. The mouthful glided across her tongue and plummeted down her throat. There was no sweetness to it whatsoever. While the jelly slid slowly across the lining of her stomach, she felt a hunger stealthily rising up in her, from deep in her belly. This, she thought – this is a magic potion to enliven the senses. As if to prove this, she now distinctly overheard a scrap of the conversation from the next table.

‘I’ve reserved a hotel room for us for afterwards.’

Was the room at the West Inn, just a few dozen metres away, she wondered? Met by this announcement from the grey-haired man, the young woman sitting opposite him continued to chew her fish, nodding very slightly but not meeting his eyes. Rika found herself thinking of her own teenage years. Back then, talk of ‘subsidised dating’ was all over the media. It was the era of the high-school girl as a sexual commodity. Walking around Shibuya in uniform, the eyes of men of her father’s generation had pored over her, sizing her up, before they held up a certain number of fingers to indicate the price they’d be willing to pay. It wasn’t just once or twice that this had happened to Rika, but on numerous occasions. Those memories were ruptures within the peaceful stretch of her adolescence surrounded by other girls, and just thinking back to them gave her a rush of fear.

Kajii was two years older than Rika and must have experienced – to a greater or lesser extent – the same kind of cultural climate. Rika didn’t know how high school girls from Niigata had spent their time after school, what they might have been exposed to, but according to Kajii’s testimony in court, her first romantic partner had been a married salesman in his forties who travelled back and forth between Niigata and Tokyo for his work. She’d been seventeen at the time. It was this man who had enticed Kajii away from her hometown. Yes, thinking about it, Rika realised that was something that Kajii had which she didn’t – a hometown. Rika had been born in Tokyo, had lost the home she’d grown up in after her parents’ divorce, and had never lived in any other city. She had neither a place to leave nor a place to go back to.

She looked up to see a knob of canary-yellow butter being carried towards her in a glass-lidded container.

‘All this butter just for me, when there’s a national shortage . . .’

Hearing Rika mumbling these words, the maitre d’ smiled and lifted the lid of the dish.

‘This butter has been flown in especially from overseas. Please help yourself to as much as you’d like.’

Confronted with an overwhelming selection of different kinds of bread on the trolley, Rika chose the simplest option she could see – a piece of baguette. Once again, she thought that she should have come with Reiko. Reiko would have told her which to choose. Rika spread a thick layer of butter on the bread. The butter, of a firmness that would break apart slowly on the tongue, went sinking into the crumb of the baguette. That alone was enough to make Rika glad she’d come.

The next course to be served was a chilled dish of avocado and snow crab stacked delicately like layer cake, topped with a generous helping of caviar. The acidity of the pomegranate seeds that exploded juicily in her mouth accentuated the creamy richness of the avocado and the sweetness of the crab flesh. Their unabashed scarlet hue brought the colour palette of the whole plate to life. Chased by the champagne, the taste of the crab and the caviar expanded like light suffusing her mouth.

If Kajii’s account of her own past was to be trusted, she had first emerged on the scene as a muse-like figure, protected and supported by a network of prosperous old men. While it seemed too loose in its set-up to merit the term ‘prostitution ring’, there was no doubt that the association, which Kajii had described as ‘an intellectual salon frequented by those with an appreciation for the real thing’, was at least a little shady. What had Kajii been like at that age, as a young girl fresh out of Niigata?

Rika waited until a waiter came to clear her empty plate, then ordered a glass of red wine. Her selection procedure was based entirely on the reasonableness of the price. The wine brought over had a smoky taste reminiscent of bacon, which spread out plump and round at the back of her throat. The base of her tongue grew hot and tingly.

Of the numerous sensational things Kajii had come out with in court, the one that had caused the biggest ripple was her statement that, looking back on her twenties, she felt she’d ‘lived a life like Holly Golightly in Breakfast at Tiffany’s’. ‘Were you making your living as a prostitute?’ the lawyer for the prosecution had snapped back, to which Kajii had responded with great composure, ‘I lived as Holly did. I belonged to nobody, either spiritually or physically. I was “travelling”.’ The sports papers and magazines had written this up in articles with titles like ‘Fatso Serial-Killer Thinks She’s Hepburn’, deriding her lack of self-awareness. And yet, if you took Kajii’s identification with Hepburn’s character at face value, things started to fall into place.

Before joining Le Salon de Miyuko, Kajii had been a student at the Daikanyama branch of Le Cordon Bleu cooking school – the Paris cooking school attended by the female lead in the film Sabrina, also played by Hepburn. There, Sabrina is taught not only cooking skills but a sense of style, an entire way of life. When the chef tells her to lose her ponytail, she swaps her long hair for a pixie cut, transforming into a beautiful, sophisticated young woman. Her stubbornly flat soufflés begin to swell as they should. Maybe Kajii had thought of her dalliances with older men as being in the spirit of Audrey Hepburn coupling with Humphrey Bogart and Fred Astaire. According to her blog, Kajii’s father, a man of refined tastes, had taken her along to the cinema showing old classics in Niigata. Had the films she said she’d seen there – My Fair Lady, Funny Face, Roman Holiday – come to shape her unique set of priorities?

Rika thought now of Holly Golightly. Between Truman Capote’s original novel and the film adaptation, there was a big difference both in Holly’s personality and the ending to her story. With Hepburn portraying her, Golightly had come to be known as a metropolitan pixie with a lucid, ethereal quality, but the original Holly was a failed actress turned high-class hooker. Dating was her profession and she went flitting from man to man, seeking only her own comfort. As an adolescent, Rika too had admired and envied Holly and her New York life. Had Manako Kajii simply attempted to stage a recreation of Breakfast at Tiffany’s set in contemporary Japan, with herself in the starring role?

The grilled foie gras brought out next was accompanied by dried persimmons sautéed in butter. The saltiness of the butter drew out the persimmons’ clinging, pervasive flavour. So tenaciously umami-rich was their taste, it was almost impossible to believe this was fruit that had once grown on a tree. It seemed more like a sweet flaky meat – no less so than the foie gras, in fact, which was so exquisitely tender that it broke apart on the tongue, oozing thick blood-scented liquid. Though she hadn’t planned it so, the dish made a perfect match with the smoky notes of the red wine. Rika sighed. Piece after piece, the foie gras melted away softly in her mouth. She felt a sense of melancholy at reaching the end.

‘The truffles are excellent, no? This is the season for them,’ the elder gentleman sitting beside her said solicitously to his companion. As before, the young woman was chewing away in silence. There was virtually no conversation between them, and yet the look on the man’s face was one of intent satisfaction. This wasn’t the kind of relationship where the people in it drew pleasure from communicating, Rika thought. This was an old man dabbling in the costly pastime of cultivating a young girl so that her tastes matched his. Seeing it happening in real life, it appeared utterly unilateral, something only someone horribly self-satisfied would think of doing. The man’s tone was not dissimilar to that of Rika’s increasingly senile grandfather as he vented at her mother. Rika was starting to believe that women who were expected to accompany men in their pursuit of self-satisfaction had the right to make demands of their own.

The image of a face now surfaced in Rika’s mind. It belonged to the second of Kajii’s victims, who had died after Tadanobu Motomatsu and before Tokio Yamamura: Hisanori Niimi. Back in mid-August 2013, Niimi had been found drowned in the bathtub of his Hatagaya apartment, where he lived alone. Had he and Kajii had dates like the couple sitting alongside her? Rika wondered. While Kajii had only been explicit about coming to Joël Robuchon with Tokio Yamamura, in all likelihood she had also come with Niimi.

Kajii had met Niimi online at a much earlier stage than she had the others, and they had begun seeing one another when Kajii was still in her twenties. Neither wanted to get married, and it seemed to have been a comfortable relationship. Why, then, had she needed to kill this former patron of hers? The question niggled at Rika. That phrase she’d heard Kajii use several times, ‘a mature man, with the capacity for both emotional and financial generosity’ surely referred to Niimi.

The waiter brought over a plate of flounder in a white lemony sauce. The delicate yet fresh flavour palette, reminiscent of early summer, sent a welcome breeze rippling through Rika’s feverish excitement.

There were further differences between Niimi and the other two victims. Niimi was a divorcee, and had a child with his former wife. He was of medium height and build, with a handsome, masculine face, tanned from his frequent golfing expeditions, and put some effort into maintaining his looks. He had handed over the reins of the small import company he had run for years to his son, but he remained a social creature, and would sometimes take Kajii out and show her off. He had boasted to his colleagues and the staff at the bar he often frequented that he was going out with an innocent princess young enough to be his daughter. He had gourmet tastes, and enjoyed touring a wealth of different restaurants with Kajii.

A plate of caramelised pork served with truffles and a silky corn mash was set down on the table. The candy that was secreted inside the mash popped on Rika’s tongue, and she felt her eyes opening wide. ‘Ah!’ she exclaimed, her face growing hot. As with the magical jelly she’d been given as the amuse bouche, the dish suggested that food here was not just food, but an expertly designed form of entertainment. The ride started out gently, slowing down and speeding up before finally reaching the climax, where all the hints dropped along the way fell into place. Kajii had pulled a face when Rika had said it, but this place really was like Disneyland, Rika thought now. Her palate was still not refined enough to appreciate the truffles, though; eating them felt like crunching on fragrant dry leaves strewn on the floor of an autumnal forest.

With dessert – an Impressionist painting composed of fig confit and mascarpone – behind her she felt like her stomach was about to burst, and when the trolley full of tiny cakes that looked like a stall from a summer festival pulled up to her table, she almost moaned.

Once she’d reached the bottom of her strong coffee, she would have to leave this place. Thinking about her journey home and how cold it was outside, her reluctance to leave grew became overwhelming. Taken by the urge to slump down onto the black tablecloth, Rika closed her eyes. She’d been so nervous before arriving, yet she now felt she wanted to do it all again, right from the amuse bouche on. Could she say with any confidence that she’d tasted it all? When would be the next time she came? In a few years’ time, or would this visit be her last? The sadness swelled in her at the very idea.

Through her eyelids, the lights of the chandelier swayed provocatively.

‘Your digestive system’s just upset after all that heavy food. It’s nothing to worry about. I made you some soup that’s great for indigestion. Fingers crossed you’ll like it.’

Saying this, Reiko took out a thermos flask from her tote bag and poured a cupful of the cloudy white liquid into its lid. Rika made out the tingle of ginger on her taste buds, and her throat immediately grew hot. The soup of scallions, daikon and goji berries slipped down smoothly into her stomach. With almost no salt and only the sweetness of its ingredients, its taste was subtle, yet full and rounded nonetheless, and impossible to imagine tiring of. Her stomach made a noise like a small creature mewling, and the two women locked eyes and laughed.

They had arranged to meet for lunch somewhere near Rika’s office on the day of Reiko’s next appointment at the Suidōbashi maternity clinic, but with the previous night’s Robuchon feast still lying undigested in her stomach, Rika couldn’t face the idea of eating anything else. Her whole body was heavy, as though swollen with salt and fat, she felt devoid of inspiration, as if her brain had been caramelised in honey. She was so sluggish that she didn’t feel like doing a thing. She’d told Reiko as much in a message that morning, and hours later Reiko had showed up at the office reception desk with a wicker basket containing a flask of her special soup. Now, in the crowded staff canteen, Reiko carefully studied the samples in the glass case, before selecting the most popular teishoku lunch.

‘This is amazing! Trust the Shūmeisha canteen to have such great food . . . I’d be happy paying for this sweet-and-sour black pork in an upmarket hotel! I can’t believe you can eat this for four hundred yen. They say that the publishing industry is struggling, but the big places must still be doing all right.’

Reiko was smiling as she spoke, her lips glistening with sweet and sour sauce. In her white mohair sweater, she looked a bit like a rabbit. Looking intently at her friend, as she would someone she didn’t know well, a peculiar feeling came over Rika. It was funny to be sitting across from Reiko in the staff canteen like this. Until a year and a half ago, Reiko had been an accomplished PR person, forever dashing from one place to another, yet now here she was, coming into Rika’s workplace like she were on a field trip, savouring the whole experience. She wondered at how far her friend’s sense of herself had shifted in the interim.

‘How amazing that you went to dinner at Robuchon, though! He’s a real Japanophile, and an expert on Japanese ingredients. Persimmon and foie gras sounds like such a rich and delicious combination!’

‘Honestly, the tableware and the interior design alone put me in a daze. It was so much extravagance crammed together in one place I could barely take it all in. It’s possible I didn’t even properly taste the food? Maybe I’m just getting old. The biggest surprise was that the meat course contained this kind of popping candy – like the stuff I ate at primary school.’

‘Right, when it comes to ingredients, anything goes with Robuchon. But popping candy! Wow. I never got to eat that at school. My mum’s parenting might have been slapdash, but she was very strict about buying sweets and things.’

Reiko’s expression looked aggrieved. When it came to gastronomic experiences, her covetousness rivalled that of Kajii.

‘It made me think how much sheer physical strength Kajii must have, you know? To be able to eat a feast like that, go back to the West Inn to have sex, and go restaurant-hopping again the very next day, before writing it all up on her blog . . .’

Sensing that something wasn’t quite right, Rika looked up. The expression on her friend’s face – a kind of discomfort – was not one she’d ever seen before. Thinking she must have put her foot in it somehow, Rika traced back over what she’d just said, and then it dawned on her. She’d almost never spoken with Reiko about anything sexual. Reiko was fastidiously prim. She didn’t let men get away with telling even remotely dirty jokes around her. Even the pair’s reports to one another about their first times had been vague.

‘We should go together one time. I’ve only ever been to the more casual branch in Roppongi, where you sit at the counter.’ Taking charge of the conversation, Reiko lifted the corners of her mouth into a bright smile. Rika brought the topic back round to Kajii regardless.

‘I think she might have gone to Robuchon quite a lot with her second victim, Niimi. It’s amazing that her suitors could keep up with that kind of diet and lifestyle when they were hardly spring chickens. That really struck me while I was there. Although saying that, there were plenty of those couples in the restaurant.’

‘Is Niimi the oldish one who was a bit of a player – already a foodie before he met her? All this info of mine comes straight out of the weekly magazines, I should say . . .’

‘He may well have been, but there was also an element of him wanting to impress Kajii, to put on a show for her. I, for one, couldn’t keep up with her lifestyle. It seems Niimi had high blood pressure, which makes me wonder if the whole bathtub thing might just have been an accident. Surely anyone, eating so lavishly . . .’

As she spoke, Rika registered that Reiko’s eyes weren’t smiling in the slightest. The fat from the undigested foie gras instantly cooled inside her body, so she could feel its shape distinctly.

‘Aren’t you coming dangerously close to siding with her? Are you telling me all three men died of natural causes, their demise brought on because they couldn’t keep up with her lifestyle? You think she’s innocent, is that what you’re saying?’

Rika felt the clamour of the canteen slip away like a wave receding. Reiko’s words formed sharp angles, cutting into her flesh, seeking out her vital organs.

Hearing Reiko put it into such plain words, Rika thought it didn’t sound so ridiculous. If she was honest, it was a possibility she had found herself considering. Tadanobu Motomatsu and his overdose of sleeping pills, Hisanori Niimi found drowned in the bath and Tokio Yamamura run over by a train – there was no material evidence that Kajii had killed any of them. The only thing to incriminate her was the fact that she’d been with them until soon before their deaths. Reiko was frowning at her reproachfully. With trepidation, Rika spoke.

‘You’re a Kajimana fan too though, no? Do you remember when I came to your house last year, and we talked about The Story of Little Babaji? I remember you saying that it was the tigers’ fault – that they brought about their own death by turning into butter. I just mean . . .’

‘You’re trying to say that Kajii’s men are like the tigers?’ Reiko cut in sharply. She seemed oblivious to the sauce of her sweet-and-sour pork gradually congealing on her plate. ‘You want to imply that Manako Kajii simply brought home the butter that she stumbled across and used it to enjoy a good meal, and that there’s nothing wrong with that? She has no awareness of lying, therefore she isn’t a liar? She has no awareness of having killed, therefore she’s not a killer? Is that what you think? Her appetite and her sex drive run to such extraordinary degrees that they took a toll on the lives of the people, and eventually threw their lives off course? If that’s how you really see it, then I think you’re already under her spell.’

Rika tried to smile, but it didn’t feel as though she was doing it right. Reiko was attacking her. Over the course of their fourteen-year friendship, they’d argued several times, but she’d never before experienced the stony expression that Reiko’s face wore now, or this sensation of having no idea what to say in response.

‘I think you want to be like her in some way.’

‘Want to be like her? What do you mean? Why would I want to be like a convicted serial killer?’

Why is my voice trembling like this? Rika wondered as she spoke.

Reiko couldn’t know anything. It was a terrible misunderstanding. But the large, pale-brown eyes hovering before her permitted no escape route.

‘If eating exactly what she wants and having men following in her footsteps results in their deaths, then that’s a perfect crime of truly delicious proportions.’ Pursing her lips tightly, she gazed fixedly at Rika. Finally, she said, ‘You seem tired recently, Rika. You don’t seem to have any motivation to exercise, either.’

There was an unfamiliar cruelty to the gaze with which Reiko now surveyed her body. Was even Reiko hinting for her to lose weight now? As it happened, Rika had gained another kilo. Her expression must have been pretty dejected, because Reiko let up.

‘But look, never mind that. I’m sorry, let’s change the subject. Did you know that Joël Robuchon is a freemason? Apparently he talks about it in his autobiography.’

From then until the moment she had to leave to make her appointment, Reiko kept up a stream of conversation so cheerful as to seem contrived. Rika walked her to the door of the building to say goodbye, and Reiko went pattering off in the direction of Kagurazaka, her wicker basket dangling from one arm. When Rika returned to the editing room, Yū approached her with a clipboard in hand.

‘That girl you were with before – was she a prospective employee? Visiting from one of the universities or something?’

On the verge of bursting out laughing, Rika took the clipboard.

‘No, no, she’s a friend. The same age as me. We were in the same year at university, and now she’s married. Until last year she worked for a big film company. She’s much older than you are!’

‘Seriously?! Sorry, in that case. She doesn’t look it at all, though. Carrying that straw basket, I thought she had to be a student.’ Yū widened her eyes dramatically.

‘I’m sure she’d be delighted to hear that. She’s always looked young for her age, though.’

‘I mean, she definitely looks young, but it’s not just that . . .’ Yū seemed to be struggling to articulate her thoughts. Her irises swam, and Rika felt sure that she was seeing a Reiko who wasn’t actually in front of her. And the real Reiko – what was she doing right now? Was she at this very moment spreading her reedy legs for the famous fertility doctor, whose praises she sang so highly? Rika quickly pushed the image from her mind, feeling a surge of self-hatred.

‘I think it’s her aura. It’s like she’s not resigned herself in any way. She’s so intense. She was looking at you with such sparkle in her eyes, it seemed less how you’d look at a friend and more the way you look at someone older, whom you look up to and aspire to be.’

‘Oh, no way! Reiko’s got her life far better sorted than I have, and she’s got a lovely husband.’ Saying this, Rika switched on her computer. Lots of people in her department came into the office past noon, so the office was at its busiest after lunch. But Yū seemed like she wanted to continue talking.

‘Everyone starts to become resigned to things sooner or later, don’t they? As adults.’

‘Hey, what’s with all this glumness? You’ve passed our internal exam, you’re on easy street now. Oh, I get it! You’ve got the post-finding-employment blues. I remember that, actually.’

‘Do you really? It’s like I can see my future as this straight line stretching out front of me. I know it’s a luxury complaint to have. Anyway, I’m going to see my favourite idol group play live tonight, which should perk me up. I’ll be full of beans again by tomorrow, I promise.’

‘An idol group? One of the boybands?’

‘They’re called Scream. They’re all middle-school girls. Have you heard of them? They’ve not had much media coverage yet, but before long they’ll be on the Kōhaku New Year’s Song Contest and become nationwide stars, and then all the magazines for middle-aged men like ours will be covering them. They’re so talented!’

Yū’s way of speaking was usually clipped, and it was rare to find this degree of excitement in her tone. When Rika looked up at her in surprise, Yū flushed, waving her hand in front of her face as if to bat away any misunderstandings.

‘Don’t get me wrong, I’m not an otaku or anything like that. They have quite a few fans here in the company. Mr Fujimura from the books department loves them. Apparently one of his authors is into them and dragged him along to a concert, but then he grew to like them himself.’

‘Really! Mr Fujimura too, eh? That’s unexpected.’ Rika could sense she was pulling an odd expression. The subject had never once come up between her and Makoto. As soon as Yū had turned her back Rika pulled out her smartphone and sent him a text. She heard him reply instantly. All at once, her feeling of indigestion had eased.

Makoto had suggested meeting at a Japanese bistro currently in vogue on the main Kagurazaka shopping street. As soon as Rika descended to the basement where the restaurant was located, she understood that the cuisine here was not what Kajii would have called ‘orthodox’. Both the jazz playing in the background and the voices of the staff were too loud. She was escorted to a private room that was softly lit with indirect lighting, yet something about the space left her unable to relax.

Makoto, sitting opposite her, now spread his napkin and said, as if reassured, ‘I get it, finally. It’s all because you’re reporting on Manako Kajii. It stands to reason that you’d be eating a lot, if that’s the case. Getting an exclusive interview with her would be a real coup.’

Rika had arranged to meet Makoto in a restaurant not solely to talk about the idol group issue. She also wanted to tell him that she’d been meeting with Kajii. She was trying to persuade herself that it was okay to trust Makoto, and in order to do so, she wanted to share something important with him.

‘That comes as a real relief. I’m sorry for saying all that stuff. If that’s the reason you’re putting on weight, then it doesn’t bother me at all. I was out of line, and I apologise. It was insensitive of me.’

Why was it, Rika wondered to herself, that this apology didn’t take away her doubts?

Judging from Makoto’s interactions with the serving staff, he had come here before. The restaurant’s concept was healthy meals that used plenty of organic vegetables. In this, too, she sensed a powerful pressure to lose weight, which made her insides contract. Yet she was finding she didn’t have the energy to get down about each and every thing – yes, that was it, she just didn’t have the energy. She was tired of living her life thinking constantly about how she appeared to others, checking her answers against everyone else’s. The organic noble rot wine slipped down her throat like water.

‘The food here is low on calories, so you can eat as much as you like,’ Makoto said smiling kindly, but Rika soon found herself irritated by the taste of the dishes that showed up one after another on their table. Tofu caprese, root-vegetable ratatouille – the meals were neither Japanese nor Western, neither rich nor simple. She was bored by this kind of cuisine, with its taste that didn’t seem to be making any kind of statement. As she failed to make headway with her portion of brown rice paella with basket clams, Makoto looked curiously at her.

‘We don’t come on dates like this often, so why not forget about your diet for tonight and just enjoy yourself?’

Why didn’t he realise how contradictory his demands were? The worst of it was that he thought of himself as one of the good ones – an enlightened man who understood women. Until not long ago, Rika had thought the same of him. She would usually have felt grateful for his consideration in this situation.

‘You say that, but if I eat, I’ll definitely put on weight. Rice is still a carbohydrate, even if it’s brown.’

‘Are you still worrying about what I said? I’ve told you, that was my mistake. I don’t think you have to be thin or anything. All I was saying is that it’s not good to let yourself go. You’ve been forcing yourself to eat for professional reasons, no? That’s not your fault. If you’re gaining weight as a result of the effort you’re making for your work, then it’s unavoidable. Just look at how I’ve ended up, thanks to all the socialising I have to do for work.’

Rika felt like she was being roped into an alliance against her will, and she wanted no part of it. She felt no inclination to carry on the conversation.

‘Oh yeah, I wanted to ask . . . Is it true that you’re into that idol group Scream?’

Before leaving the office, Rika had looked them up online. Five middle-school girls who had just made their debut, managed by a small talent agency. The group’s selling point seemed to be that its members looked like any other girls their age, but on stage they transformed into dazzling performers. Makoto nodded, as though it were no big deal.

‘Oh, did Yū let the cat out of the bag? Yeah, I do like them. If you’re interested, why don’t you come along to their next concert, with the bunch from work? You’ll enjoy it, I think. They’ve got quite a few female fans.’

‘But all teenagers, no? I think I’ll pass. I’m not sure I can get into music made by girls young enough to be my children.’

‘Oh, they’re totally different from all your run-of-the-mill idol groups. There’s a strong emphasis on talent, and the girls really give it their all. Every time I see them they’ve improved. They always show so much gratitude to their fans, and they’re very modest. Watching them gives you the feeling that you want to try your hardest, too.’

Makoto took out his smartphone and showed her a photo of him in a Scream T-shirt. Seeing him looking the very picture of an otaku made her smile. Indeed, there was nothing about his objective, reasoned way of speaking to cause discomfort. Still, the more she heard Makoto praise the Scream members’ determination and modesty, the greater the feeling grew inside Rika that she couldn’t get on board. You had to have a reason for liking something – that was what she heard him saying. He liked these girls because they made an effort, and anyone who didn’t wasn’t worthy of his praise. It struck her that she’d have found it much easier to accept if he’d come out and said he liked them because they were cute.

‘Don’t you have any idols?’

At this unexpected question, Rika abandoned her struggle to remove the basket clam glued tightly to its shell and looked up at him. In the glow of the soft lighting, Makoto’s friendly round eyes made him look ever so kind. There are lots of women out there who’d want to date him, she thought to herself, as though the fact were quite unconnected to her.

‘I guess you don’t really go for that kind of stuff, do you?’ Makoto continued. ‘It doesn’t have to be a celebrity. I was just wondering if you’ve ever had someone you aspired to be like, who made you feel brave or inspired or whatever. When you were in your teens, for example.’

Someone you aspired to be like – with this phrase, her conversation with Reiko came flooding back to her, and she felt the firm, salty tofu masquerading as mozzarella break apart underneath her tongue. An unpleasant, fishy taste spread through her mouth.

‘Life is hard without someone to admire or yearn for though, don’t you think?’

They paid the bill and were climbing the flight of steps leading up to the street when Makoto said to her from behind, ‘Hey, can I stay over tonight?’

It was the first time he’d asked in a while, and Rika felt her heart start to race anxiously. She wasn’t yet fully recovered from her bout of indigestion, and despite the healthy dinner, her body still felt sluggish and heavy. Even lifting her feet to climb the stairs was a trial.

‘Not tonight I think, sorry. I’ve got a very early start tomorrow.’

Turning around, she saw Makoto nod, before reaching out his hand to gently intertwine his fingers with hers. He was so understanding that her previous moment of panic seemed like wasted energy.

‘He’s stingy. With both his wallet and his spirit,’ Manako Kajii pronounced matter-of-factly. She was in such a good mood today that it was hard to believe this was the same woman who’d gone at Rika with such ferocity on her previous visit. Kajii had responded favourably to her request for another meeting because Rika had been to Robuchon as instructed, and written up her impressions in a letter. When she now confided to Kajii about her bistro date and how the food hadn’t been to her taste, Kajii found fault not only with the cuisine, but with Rika’s suitor as well.

‘Have you ever dated a man of influence, with generosity of spirit?’

‘No. I can count on one hand the number of men I’ve ever dated, and all of them have been my age.’

At some stage, Rika’s reservations about revealing elements of her private life to Kajii had vanished. In her letter, she had confided to Kajii that her parents had divorced when she was in middle school, that her mother had started up a small boutique with a friend, that her father had died, that she’d gone to an all-girls’ school, that she’d met her best friend at a mixed university, and that she was dating someone her age at the company. Yet Kajii grew bored by the topic of Makoto almost immediately.

‘Well, in any case, let us talk about Robuchon. That champagne-gold interior with the black tablecloths to draw out its brilliance is simply glorious, isn’t it? I adore it there!’

‘Did you go there with Mr Niimi?’

‘Hmm, did I, I wonder? I can’t remember. I went there with so many people, I don’t recall all the individual occasions.’

‘In all honesty, I think it was too glamorous for me. It made my eyes spin.’

Rika was starting to learn that it was her most unaffected reactions that lodged the deepest with Kajii. True to form, Kajii’s expression now softened. If only she looked like this all the time, Rika thought. She felt closer to understanding the lengths her male suitors had gone to keep her in a good mood.

‘There’s something rather boyish about you, Rika. Like a middle-school boy.’

It was the second time ever that Manako had said Rika’s name. Hearing it from her lips gave her a ticklish, embarrassed feeling. Kajii giggled, mockingly.

‘Do you not think you need to learn to love yourself more? That way you’ll come to realise that it’s a waste to diminish yourself by going on dates with people you aren’t matched with. Your estimation of yourself is too low.’

‘I wonder whether I can do that, though. If I give this guy up, I don’t have any confidence I’ll find someone else. He’s a good person, generally speaking. I feel that all women would like to learn to love themselves the way you do, to act with confidence, but it’s actually the hardest thing of all.’

‘Rubbish! It’s easy. Ignore all that nonsense about making an effort and so forth. All you need to do is to eat as much of whatever it is you most desire at any given moment. Listen carefully to your heart and your body. Never eat anything you don’t want to. When you take the decision to live that way, both your mind and your body will commence their transformation.’

The seaweed salad she shovelled down her throat at her desk, the gritty dried fruit she snacked on while on the move, the Japanese bistro Makoto had taken her to – of late, Rika was so scared of putting on any more weight that she was subsisting entirely on things she didn’t want to eat. But no, that was misrepresenting the situation. In her thirty-three years, had she ever spontaneously eaten anything that she wanted to? The meals she’d eaten since becoming acquainted with Kajii had been delicious, but even those she’d ingested purely because she’d been instructed to by someone else.

Kajii had rolled up the sleeves of her jumper to reveal her fleshy arms, which she began stroking and caressing with her fingers. Conscious of Rika’s admiring gaze on her skin, she spoke in a nasal, cooing voice, ‘My arms, my breasts, and my bottom are packed to bursting with all my favourite food. My body is made up entirely from steaks from the New York Grill, sukiyaki from Imahan, and the Gargantuan Chaliapin Steak Pie from the Imperial Hotel. When I grow fatigued by the food they serve here in prison, and I feel like I’m going out of my mind imagining all the delectable things I could be eating, I gently touch and squeeze myself. My upper arms are particularly cool and soft. When I stick out my tongue and lick them, I can taste their sweetness.’

Kajii winked mischievously at Rika, who couldn’t take her eyes off her. Stroking her upper arm, groping its flesh through the fabric of her jumper, she rolled her eyes back in her head suggestively. A picture floated into Rika’s mind of Kajii stark naked, her huge breasts pressed together and her chin thrust forwards to fit her nipples into her mouth. This woman wanted to eat herself whole.

Maybe she masturbated this way when the prison officers weren’t looking, Rika thought now. The object of Kajii’s desire wasn’t past lovers or celebrities she had crushes on, but her own body. Was that why, even stripped of her freedom and faced with the possibility of having to live out the rest of her life here, she seemed so satisfied, exuding such potent femininity? She was like a self-pollinating plant in full bloom. For all she scorned other women for eschewing men, wasn’t it Kajii, above anyone, who least needed a male partner?

‘Since I was young, I’ve always been delectable to insects. When the weather’s balmy, they come flocking to me. Mr Motomatsu used to say that even my breath must be sweet.’ Saying this, she exhaled an affected puff of air. The acrylic screen between them grew foggy.

‘Your office is situated in Kagurazaka, isn’t it? That’s an excellent location. Do you like teppanyaki? The aged sirloin steak from Miyazaki is wonderful, naturally, but it’s the garlic butter rice that they bring out at the end that is truly exquisite. Give it a try. Then let me know what you think. At the moment, your culinary tales are the only thing I have to look forward to.’

Saying this, she shot Rika an unstudied smile, and for a second, Rika felt unbearably sad for her. She wanted to smash the acrylic screen and lead Kajii away from here. She wanted to watch Manako Kajii devouring a plate of food, to feel the thrill of it right to the marrow of her bones.

Why had she put on lipstick?

Instead of taking off her make-up when she left the office, instead of removing any trace of softness, Rika had gone into the bathroom and reapplied her lipstick. She almost came to a standstill midway up the hill. At first, she’d thought about inviting Reiko to the restaurant and offering to pay, but she felt that right now even so much as mentioning Manako Kajii’s name was liable to put Reiko in a bad mood, so she decided to leave it. She and Shinoi had formed a habit of meeting in the same cheap izakaya, but it couldn’t hurt to go somewhere nice for once, and besides, there was something she wanted to talk to him about. So she’d told him there was a restaurant she wanted to visit, and they’d decided on today to meet.

As she headed along the route that would take her there, the narrow, labyrinthine backstreets of Kagurazaka twisted and turned off at a multiplicity of angles, tempting her in different directions. She passed a white couple with a touristy air about them. In front of a small torii gate she was noticing for the first time, bunches of flowers had been left in offering. The smell of dashi emanated from a restaurant. Looking up at the night sky, it was hard to believe that all of this lay behind the scenery she encountered day in, day out. She’d passed along here multiple times for work drinks, yet tonight, strangely enough, everything seemed vivid in a way it never had before.

‘Sorry for keeping you. It was hard to get away from the office today.’

When she arrived at the restaurant five minutes late, Rika found Shinoi sitting at one side of a full counter, facing the long teppan – hotplate – and drinking a beer. Exposed to the sizzle and the smell of frying meat, her tongue moistened. The fact that she was craving meat when the memory of her recent bout of indigestion was still so vivid was a sign that she was getting more gluttonous. Feeling the slick of her lipstick heavy on her lips, she glanced towards the door of the bathroom, designated by a noren curtain.

‘I’ve put on weight recently.’ Rika had decided to announce it herself, before he could point it out.

‘Have you?’ Shinoi cocked his head and looked at her with his distinctive round eyes. Their whites were cloudy, and beneath them lay the usual heavy dark bags. It had been a long time since she’d been inspected by a member of the opposite sex in such a blatant way, even if she’d been the one to prompt it, and she felt her midriff grow hot and the blood course thickly through her. Shinoi averted his gaze to the gleaming hotplate and said, somewhat bluntly, ‘Sorry, I’m not good at noticing things like that. I’m kind of clueless when it comes to changes in women’s appearance. But I think you’re fine as you are, no?’

The appetisers were brought over. As the watershield served in its little glass bowl went slipping down her throat, she felt a fresh spring well up in her stomach.

Polishing off her first beer, Rika thought back to the events of the previous night. She’d been out to a members’ bar in Akasaka with a budget examiner from the Ministry of Finance. After making her sing two duets with him on the karaoke machine, he’d reached out a swollen hand, wedding band glinting on its finger, towards her thigh.

Similar things had happened to her in the past, she was sure, but it was the first time that the other person in the equation had displayed their desire so brazenly. Maybe there was something different about her after all. If she were being totally honest, she didn’t utterly dislike her new physique. When she was in the bath and her eyes fell on her naked thighs and her stomach, glistening and gleaming as if lit from the inside, speckled with beads of water, she found herself staring at her own body if she were looking at a slab of Échiré butter. Maybe, if she weren’t receiving so much criticism from the people around her, she would be fine with the way she looked.

The budget examiner’s fawning attitude as he tried to cosy up to her flipped the moment that Rika brushed his hand away.

‘Think you can still put on airs now that you’re fat like a pig?’ he spat out, affecting drunkenness with his tone. The contradiction at the heart of his actions seemed ridiculous and pathetic, to the point that she’d had to stifle a smile. He was like the men who’d given money to Manako Kajii, she thought. She had only just about managed to stop him from touching her, but she was curiously free of fear or shame. She had no doubt that if something similar had happened previously, she’d have been plunged into violent self-loathing for days, for having given him the opportunity to act as he did.

Rika had held his icy, mocking gaze, and this morning she’d received a fearful-sounding text from him: I drank too much last night so I don’t remember what I said, but if I was rude then I apologise.

It was the first time that Rika had ever experienced someone grovelling like that, when she herself had no sense of having lost anything. Maybe this way she’d be able to get some information out of him about the upcoming budget.

Now, she decided to stop fretting about her lipstick. It would rub off while she was eating the meat anyway.

Just as the two of them finished their plump white asparagus spears in white sauce, they were served a selection of grilled vegetables. To think that onions could become so sweet and rich simply by grilling them! Rika had never been a fan of shishito peppers, but the ones on the plate in front of her were fragrant, with a gentle taste. Before she knew it, she’d devoured many more vegetables than she had the other night in that Japanese bistro, just a few dozen metres from here.

She was fairly sure that the red meat being cooked on a section of the hotplate not far from where they were sitting was for them. Eventually, clear juice began oozing from its surface. Even the smell of the melting fat was appealing and mild – not aggressive or meaty. She watched transfixed as the red turned to pale pink, as the white fat grew translucent.

The meat was cut up and served to them in pieces. Rika imagined it would be steaming hot, but when she brought one of the chunks to her lips, she found it to be just the right temperature. The comfort it brought was that of a warm, affectionate tongue entering her mouth. When she bit into the aromatic seared surface of the meat, the juice from the moist, rare sections came seeping out, making the lining of her cheeks tremble. A blood-coloured filament flickered across her vision.

‘Apparently the garlic-butter rice here is truly out of this world. They use plenty of butter, as well as the leftover meat juices.’

Rika was looking at the rice cooking on the hotplate as she spoke. Cloaked in their mantle of amber butter, the grains shimmied and danced before her eyes. There was a sizzle as the chef poured on some soy sauce, and then the short, spirited tango was over.

Bowls of the glistening bronze rice appeared before them. Swathed in meat juice and butter, each and every grain shone potently. The rich, heady aroma of the soy sauce stoked Rika’s appetite. The garlic singed to a deep brown unleashed a perilous bitterness and astringency across her palate. Slippery with fat, the rice slid across the plane of her tongue and down her throat. The meat she’d eaten before had been fantastically flavoursome, but this rice that had absorbed its juices was truly formidable in its taste. With each movement of her jaw, she felt a new lease of power surging up her body. The sense of fullness brought on a comfortable lethargy, and Rika felt she could happily drop off right at that moment.

‘Ahhh, this is so good,’ she mumbled several times. Glancing towards her companion, she saw that Shinoi’s chopsticks had stopped moving, and he was looking at her.

‘Do you not like it?’

‘No, no, it’s not that. I was just thinking how contented you looked.’

He sighed, and Rika smelled the butter and garlic on his breath. Seeing his skin and lips, usually so cracked and dry, now gleaming with fat brought Rika a sense of pride. Shinoi held out his bowl towards her.

‘If you like it that much, you can have the rest of mine.’

As embarrassed as she felt about the situation, Rika’s hunger won out, and she ended up polishing off the rest of Shinoi’s bowl. Then, whether because her tongue had grown loose with all the fat she’d ingested or because she’d already confessed the same thing to Makoto, she looked around and said quite smoothly, her voice lowered, ‘You know, I’m thinking I’d like to do an interview with Manako Kajii for the magazine. I’ve been visiting Tokyo Detention House since last year, and I’ve spoken with her at least four times now. I’ve managed to get close while avoiding the subject of her case, but moving beyond that point feels hard. How would you approach it, in my situation?’

‘If you’ve got this far you must be pretty determined, so I’ll tell you what I think.’ Shinoi rested his chopsticks on the counter. The sound of frying meat grew louder. ‘Offer your heart to her on a plate.’

As she turned to look at him, his profile looked neither particularly austere nor especially serious. It was the same Shinoi as ever, with his sunken cheeks and puffy lower eyelids, but she could tell that his mind was somewhere else. Who was the person he had once handed his heart to on a plate?

‘You need to instil in her a sense of unbreakable trust in you. It’s not about sucking up or telling lies. You show the other party your most vulnerable part, give them a piece of your life.’

Dessert was caramelised apple with ice cream. As usual, they split the bill. Stepping out of the restaurant, they walked side by side along the narrow street. They were enveloped in a rich darkness, and the commotion of the main street seemed a long way off.

‘That was a really good find. I’m surprised – I didn’t know you were into the restaurant scene.’

‘I haven’t been at all, until recently. But a friend of mine who really knows her food told me about it.’

A friend – that was how Rika had just referred to Manako Kajii. All her adult life, Reiko had been the only person she’d used that word about. Reiko had occupied that throne so squarely that nobody else had even approached it. Rika was fairly sure that Manako Kajii had never once had a female friend she felt she could trust.

‘I feel like I’ve eaten a proper meal for the first time in ages. Thanks. If you find another place like that, take me along. Next time it’s on me,’ Shinoi said. When Rika turned to him in astonishment, he laughed sheepishly.

‘What?’ he said, then quickly looked away.

‘Okay, I will,’ she said. As she stepped forward, walking alongside him, she felt the hardness of his body against hers. Her breast was touching his upper arm. Her body had swelled out so rapidly that she was still not used to its new dimensions, and hadn’t readjusted her movements yet to keep the right distance between herself and others. When she’d had her bra size measured at an underwear shop in the station between work appointments, she found she’d shot up from a B to a D cup. Her body was the type where excess weight went immediately to her breasts. When the older female shop assistant had grabbed her breasts roughly and pushed them inside the cup, she’d felt her nipples throb from the inside. The three new bras that she’d bought, grabbing hastily from the shelves while darting glances at her watch, didn’t match the pants she owned, in either colour or material. They weren’t the kind of underwear she could show to anyone. Rika caught herself and thought about it.

Who, exactly, would she be showing her underwear to, anyway? The man next to her was a member of the editorial team at a major news firm, and a reliable source of hers. That was all.

She hadn’t brushed up against him on purpose, and she felt that if she pulled back hurriedly she’d be confirming it as a regrettable fact, so instead she continued walking as she was, her breast softly crushed against his firm bicep.

‘Where do you live?’ she asked him.

‘Suidōbashi.’

‘This might be a silly question, but what’s your favourite food?’

‘Hmm, maybe Castella cake. I recently discovered how good the packaged slices they sell in 7 Eleven are.’

‘That’s a cute answer,’ she replied, and she saw him smiling, his white teeth glinting in the darkness. Pleasantly full as she was, Rika felt like crying. She might dine with someone, but at the end of the meal they would go their separate ways. She couldn’t stay with that person forever. Even with her stomach full of warmth and the taste of delicious food lingering on her tongue, she remained alone. It didn’t matter who she had for company. She was beginning to understand that the more delicious the time she spent with others, the more alone she felt.

That morning, as she filled in the admission form on the ground floor of the Tokyo Detention House, Rika had been hit by the sense that something wasn’t right, as though she’d been drenched by an invisible downpour.

‘Did someone come to see you yesterday?’ she asked the moment she was shown into the visiting room. Manako Kajii flashed her a smile in response. It wouldn’t be unheard of for a member of her family to have visited, and Kajii had plenty of supporters. Yet Rika couldn’t shake the feeling that the visitor had been someone of a similar position to her. The thought made her unbearably anxious. Was Kajii leading other journalists on at the same time? There was no room for hesitation. Today, Rika decided, she would broach the matter of the interview.

‘You know I can only have one visit per day. Why are you so uptight? It’s very odd.’

Rika was overcome by a desire to subjugate the woman sitting before her, separated only by the acrylic screen. The urge to touch her, to dig her fingers into that huge bosom, came with startling force. Kajii’s body was so unlike that of the women she knew. Her mother exercised regularly and was complimented by people on her figure, her youthfulness. Reiko’s firm body was like that of a young girl’s, its lack of any excess seemed designed to resist the gaze of the opposite sex. Her classmates back in school who had brushed up against her had been the same. Endlessly full and seemingly capable of absorbing anything that it touched, this body in front of her now operated according to a different aesthetic. Rika longed to feel it, to explore with her own hands that uncharted territory into which all those men had poured so much of their money.

‘I have a request. I want you to let me interview you. I want to make it a special feature in the Shūmei Weekly – a major serialised article. If we do it, I think it’ll help you with your next trial. I’m not yet in a position where I’m allowed to write my own copy, so the editorial desk would use the draft I gave them to write up the article, but I’d be responsible for making sure that there’s nothing in there that could be detrimental to you.’

Kajii drew in her chin as if dismayed, and looked fixedly at Rika.

‘I believe I was clear the first time you visited. I have no intention of speaking about the case. Have you still not given up on that idea? The only thing I have a mind to talk with you about is food.’

‘Of course. I’m not looking for any information about the case or the victims. All I want to do is ensure the public has the right impression of you. I think we should try to bring public opinion over to your side. To that end, I’d like you to tell me honestly about the kind of life you’ve lived, about your feelings and your experiences, without hiding anything.’

‘And just what good would that do me? I’ve had quite enough exposure to the public’s greedy curiosity already.’

‘I think that hearing about your approach to life could offer something like salvation to so many women out there who are struggling. You say that women should acknowledge their inferiority to men, and let them take the lead, but the very fact that someone like you is here, breathing, is continuing to inflict damage on a lot of men. You’re a paradoxical figure. The people whose noses you really put out of joint in court were all men in a position of social authority. There are many men who, even if you didn’t actually lay a finger on them, had their lives thrown off course simply by having met you. You don’t deny that, I presume? Japanese women are required to be self-denying, hard-working and ascetic, and in the same breath, to be feminine, soft and caring towards men. Everyone finds that an impossible balance to strike, and they struggle desperately as a result. Even when they do manage to strike it, there’s no redemption to be had. They’re never fully free. That’s what women are feeling.’

‘I don’t care about other women. I’ve no desire to try to save them. You know how much I despise most women.’

The cold, hard surface of Kajii’s tone allowed no room for Rika to burrow her way in. She held on desperately, as if clinging with her nails onto a shiny rock face.

‘Maybe it’s not about other women. Maybe it’s me who’s looking for salvation. Can you think of it as something you’re doing for me?’

‘But why?’

Kajii looked up at Rika, unconvinced. This, it seemed, was still not good enough for her. As Shinoi had said, Rika had to give herself up completely – to become a tiger and go whirling round and round until she melted into golden butter that Kajii could slather over her lips.

‘I think it’s maybe because you’re . . . No, forget that. I want to do it because . . .’

From the day Rika had met Manako Kajii, she’d thought about her constantly. Kajii took up a greater place in her mind than Makoto, than Reiko, than her mother. Her words and behaviour so riddled with contradiction, her stubborn fidelity to her own desire, her unshakeable confidence which came from averting her gaze from that which she did not want to see – all of it affected Rika deeply. She couldn’t look away from her. All that reasoning Makoto needed to defend his support of the idol group wasn’t necessary for Rika. Even if idolising Kajii seemed to go against the greater part of her life as she knew it, she couldn’t give up.

‘I want to do it because . . . I really like you.’

However you analysed Kajii’s expression, you would find no trace of her being moved by these words. Rika felt the hurt take form within her instantaneously, a sharp object boring into her abdomen. It was the first time she’d told anybody of her feelings for them, the first time she’d summoned up her bravery like this, and her confession had been taken as utterly pedestrian.

‘Can we be friends?’

‘I don’t want friends.’ As she shook her head of glossy hair, a smile floated across Kajii’s face. ‘I don’t need friends. I’m only interested in having worshippers.’





Chapter Five

Observing her dimly lit hands grow suddenly light, Rika spun around.

Someone had opened the blinds in the office. The last end-of-January sunlight streamed in at an angle, bleaching the rough brown recycled paper in front of her to a bright white. Her fingertips grew warmer beneath its rays. She noticed how dry and powdery her nails were, streaked here and there with vertical lines. She remembered that she was out of hand cream.

The heavy feeling in her stomach had dragged on, and at the doctor’s surgery in the station, which she’d dived into between work appointments, she’d been diagnosed with light inflammation of the oesophagus. The doctor had prescribed several types of powder and pills that made her oesophagus feel cold, and left her acutely aware of the shape of her stomach. On the doctor’s advice, she was restricting herself to plain food. In the morning she had warm milk and a banana, and her lunch was chunky vegetable soup from the bento shop. She got home as early as possible in the evening and was making rice porridge with vegetables, using the small portions of rice she’d frozen in advance. Now that the new year was properly underway, she’d stopped overeating. The medicine she was taking three times daily was restoring her to her senses. Her weight gain seemed to be finally subsiding.

The experience of putting on weight so suddenly meant that Rika was starting to understand what a ‘good amount’ was for her. She realised that she’d been negligent in the way she’d been eating. At that rate, she now thought, she would have fallen ill sooner or later. It was okay to seek out good food, as far as time and money permitted. If anything, she preferred her upper arms and belly as they were now, with a bit of meat on them. For a height of five foot five, her current weight was not unhealthy. She had previously been too thin. She didn’t mind forgoing the compliments on her figure that she’d received before, though she meant to ensure she didn’t exceed 55 kilos, to avoid having to buy a whole new wardrobe.

Still, the consternation that her weight gain had elicited in the people around her seemed to her extreme. The changes to her body hadn’t caused them any trouble, and yet people’s reactions were critical, even fearful. Rika couldn’t be sure that she herself wouldn’t react in the same way to someone else filling out a little. Being on the receiving end had made her determined not to do the same to someone else in future.

Sitting at her desk, Rika used a glue stick to stick a pile of cuttings into a scrapbook. She’d got into the habit when she had a few minutes to spare at work, of going through the Shūmei Weekly back issues kept in the editorial office, or the newspapers and magazines in the materials office, taking photocopies of any articles she found concerning the Kajii case and cutting them out. She now flicked briskly through the pages of the special feature that had run in the second week of December 2013, when the world had been paying full attention to the case. The feature included articles about the reputation Kajii and her family had in her hometown, insider information on Le Salon de Miyuko and shots of its students, speculations about her annual revenue, revelations about the private lives and personalities of her victims, and quotes from their families. This latter category, though, didn’t comprise many members. For a start, Motomatsu, who had been advanced in years, seemed to have had little contact with his relatives since splitting with his common-law wife. Niimi’s wife was dead, and his son – in his late forties and running the company his father had left him – was largely silent, making no secret of his ill will towards Kajii and his exhaustion that came from being pursued by the press. He did state that his father, once a man of common sense, had been deceived by that ‘deranged woman’ and lost himself, that Kajii’s promises of marriage had been ‘a trick’, and she had ‘killed him, while making his death look like a heart attack’.

But a quote given by the sister of Kajii’s third victim, Yamamura, stood out from the rest: ‘My brother wasn’t her fiancé. Maybe I shouldn’t say this as a member of his family, but I think he was just one of her numerous worshippers. As I said in court, he always spoke badly of her in front of me – saying she was ugly, or fat, or strange and naive. As a woman, it was horrible to hear him say those things. But I could tell that that was all just talk, and actually he was crazy about her.’

Worshipper – that was the word that Rika had been unable to get out of her head since her meeting with Kajii last week. Feeling a sudden itchiness around her neck, she tugged at the collar of her turtleneck. Kajii had batted away Rika’s offer of friendship, making clear her lack of interest. The issue of the interview remained unresolved.

‘I don’t think that woman has had a single real relationship in her life,’ Yamamura’s sister said. ‘My brother got sucked in by her impressive way of talking. He was just an audience member at the play she was putting on. That said, I’ve never met her outside of the courtroom.’

Her way of speaking might have been detached, but it didn’t seem cold. She said she’d been against the idea of her brother dating Kajii from the beginning, but had been worn down by the strength of his fixation. Not wanting to get into arguments with him, she’d avoided bringing up the subject when they met.

What was the time that Kajii had spent with these men really like? Rika now wondered. If you believed her testimony, it sounded as though she’d wielded a well-judged combination of kindness and wilfulness to make them devoted to her. Yet as besotted as Kajii’s victims had been, they’d kept making derogatory remarks about her to others. Rika found it hard to comprehend falling head over heels with a person while also looking down on them.

Rika found herself gazing at the blinds from which the light was streaming through. Maybe her father had been exactly the same as those men. He’d found fault in her mother’s execution of household tasks, told her constantly that she didn’t understand how the world worked, and mocked how cosseted she was. Yet when she had made to leave, he’d been profoundly perturbed. Images of her father’s self-destructive lifestyle after the divorce, which she usually tried not to remember, now came flooding back to her, making her stomach clench up even further. She definitely had some of him in her. She couldn’t help but feel that she resembled him more by the year. When he’d been younger, his well-defined nose, placid gaze, and almost unhealthily slender frame had captured the hearts of many of his female students. Yet there was no trace of that person to be found in the figure he’d cut before his death, bloated from all the alcohol, his stomach jutting out as though it might burst open at any moment. An unearthly protuberance that seemed somehow wilful, as if he were housing a living creature inside.

Rika had been focused purely on how she could offer Kajii her fidelity, but maybe that approach was misguided. If she simply remained in her thrall, then she was no different from the victims, and Kajii would only take advantage. Rika had no intention of ending up as one of her worshippers. She wanted to build a real human relationship with her. The question was how to go about it.

‘This Manako Kajii feature from three years ago. Was it your team who did it?’

Rubbing her glue-sticky fingers together, Rika addressed Kitamura who was sitting two desks away across the aisle. She held up the issue in question, pointing to the article.

‘Yep. I did the interviews with the victim’s relatives.’

Kitamura came over to her desk and looked at Rika’s scrapbook over her shoulder.

‘With Yamamura’s sister? She must have agreed to the interview pretty readily, then? I know you’re not one to push.’

‘True, although she wasn’t at all cooperative at first. Yamamura’s mother fell ill after the press descended, and was taken to a hospital in the city, and the sister took time off work to care for her. She agreed to answer my questions in the hospital waiting room, on the proviso that I didn’t come back – I was disturbing the other patients. Her mother died soon after. The whole thing left a bad taste in my mouth, which is why I still remember it.’

Kitamura’s expressionless tone as he narrated this made Rika shudder.

‘When I spoke to her she was obviously exhausted, but she seemed like she was quite well sorted as a person. I think she might have been head of department at an architecture firm? I don’t know if she’s still there now.’

‘Do you have her contact details? I’d like to meet her.’

Rika couldn’t help sensing that this woman had formed an accurate understanding of Kajii, simply through her brother’s actions. Of all the people embroiled in the story, it seemed Yamamura’s sister had a perspective that most closely resembled her own.

‘You’re not planning to start covering this case, are you? After all this time?’

‘I sure am. The retrial kicks off in May and the world will catch Kajimana fever again.’

‘Don’t do it. It might be different if you were with a women’s magazine, but with a publication like ours, that kind of coverage was barely warranted last year, let alone now. You’ll just be wasting your time.’

‘Why do you say that? That feature we did recently on “professional second wives” did really well.’

The article had reported on the various techniques employed by women who married elderly affluent men with the intention of inheriting their fortunes, and had caused a stir. The humdrum approaches the wives had used to hasten their husbands’ death, such as over-seasoning their meals and getting them accustomed to greasy food, had made her think of Kajii’s case. For someone that gifted at cooking, doing away with one’s spouse would be a piece of cake.

‘That’s different, though. It’s fun for people to gossip about because it’s something that only happens to rich men, and therefore doesn’t concern them. The Kajii case is different. Yes, people took an interest in it at the beginning, but our readers find it unpleasant and unsettling. Everyone’s scared that it could happen to them – being lured towards catastrophe by a woman. We should leave the victims alone, not flagellate them any further.’

Kitamura was getting riled up, his excitement the polar opposite to the indifferent way he spoke about Yamamura’s sister.

‘But don’t you think that finding out more about Kajii’s methods could teach men how to protect themselves? We might be able to lure in some new female readers, too. Wait, are you reacting like this because you’ve had a similar kind of experience?’

She was only teasing, but Kitamura turned away with a distasteful expression, saying, ‘You’re acting weird recently.’

After a little while he came back to her, holding out a tube of hand cream.

‘Thanks,’ she mumbled, taken aback. Kajii might have been a liar, Rika thought, but she found it hard to imagine her ever feeling strongly enough about another person to kill them.

As soon as the door to the visiting room opened, and she saw Kajii’s lips twisted into an expression of sulky displeasure, Rika smiled to herself. Her plan had worked. Leaving a good gap between her visits had been wise. During the ten-day hiatus, she had not been entirely inactive, either: she’d sent Kajii several volumes of the latest Joël Robuchon recipe books. She now surmised that its pictures of butter-rich recipes had not only diverted Kajii, but stoked a fierce longing in her.

‘It’s been a while. Have you missed me?’ Rika asked.

Kajii widened her eyes as if in surprise, then immediately sucked in her chin, deepening the creases in her flesh. If she always acted subserviently then she was going to be seen as a pushover, Rika had realised.

When she’d settled herself on the chair on the opposite side of the acrylic screen, Rika said, ‘I was wondering how you’d feel about telling me a bit about your life, from your girlhood until now? Or perhaps I can start by telling you how I conceive of your case. The men who you met on the internet imagined you to be unworldly and naive, and treated you like a maid. As they were inducted into your values and lifestyle, though, their lives started to fall out of sync. They got ill and lost sight of themselves, and died in unfortunate, but preventable, ways. In court, it was said that you signed up to a members-only site for serial killers which you were accessing several times daily, were researching ways to murder someone in a way that would look like suicide, and had bought various books about poisonous substances – but all of that is circumstantial evidence. Even if you had plotted to kill those men, I can’t see why doing so would benefit you. You understood that, if they did die, you’d be the first to be suspected.

‘Your first victim, Mr Motomatsu, was so worried about you cheating on him that it exacerbated his insomnia. In his confused state, it would hardly be difficult for him to accidentally overdose on the sleeping pills he’d got hold of without a doctor’s prescription.

‘Next we have Mr Niimi. His blood pressure was high to begin with, and yet he put on a show of taking you out on dates and eating fancy meals with you, sending his cholesterol levels rocketing. According to his doctor, he’d already suffered multiple heart attacks. It’s highly likely his death in the bath was purely accidental.

‘As for Mr Yamamura, his death could quite feasibly have been suicide. His fall onto the tracks wasn’t caught on CCTV because he jumped from a blind spot on the platform, but no footage of any suspicious individuals has been found. His work at the think tank must have been very exacting. He was doing overtime to fund his relationship with you, and his exhaustion levels were peaking. Going by the testimony of his family, his love affair with you was his first ever romantic liaison. He was physically and mentally satisfied after eating your beef stew – sorry, your boeuf bourguignon, and yet if he’d been made to think that the engagement might not go ahead or sensed the presence of other men in your life . . . Maybe he hadn’t explicitly intended to commit suicide, but just grown unsteady on his feet on his way to work.

‘If you can be accused of anything, then it’s extorting money from men, pledging to marry them while simultaneously leaving them feeling insecure of your affection, and ignoring the signs of their worsening health. Since I swapped margarine for butter, at your suggestion, and began eating at the restaurants you recommended, I’ve gained six kilos, and had stomach problems that drove me to the doctor’s office last week. But I’ve also been unable to return to my former way of eating, and my outlook has changed significantly. Would it be too much to say that you’ve killed off my past self?’

Even confronted by the word ‘killed’, Kajii’s mouth remained twisted in a lopsided sneer. She seemed aware that speaking would only be to her detriment. Rika waited patiently. Eventually, with a palpable sense of regret at being the first to break, Kajii slowly opened her mouth.

‘If I’ve told you once I’ve told you a hundred times. I shan’t give you anything. Besides, you’re not my only supporter.’

‘I’m aware of that. You do realise, though, that if we could change public opinion, you might be able to overturn the verdict in your retrial?’

Rika saw Kajii’s eyes flicker.

‘Besides, you can make this connection work for you in other ways. I’ve given up on the idea of forming a relationship with you. What I’m saying is: why don’t you use me?’

Rika placed particular emphasis on the word ‘use’.

‘I’ll eat things, feel things, see things in your place. I’ll engage with the world as a part of you. As long as I keep coming, you can remain free, at least in spirit.’

Rika pictured Kajii swanning around Tokyo. The city, the very act of consumption, suited her. She didn’t belong in a small, dark cell. A pause, and Rika felt the air between them waver.

‘There is something I’m desperate to eat right now.’

Kajii flicked her eyes up seductively.

Rika almost blurted out ‘Finally’ but she clamped her lips together and pulled out a pad, ready to take notes.

‘There’s a particular ramen restaurant on Yasukuni-dōri in Shinjuku. I would like you to eat their butter ramen and provide me with an accurate description of its taste. In your own words, as always.’

Rika had heard of the place – it was one of the few ramen restaurants from the northern Tōhoku region of Japan that had opened up branches across the country. The mission appeared suspiciously simple.

‘Eaten in normal circumstances, their ramen isn’t particularly outstanding. In order to make it delicious, a specific condition must be fulfilled.’ Kajii paused, taking Rika in with her black-grape eyes.

‘You have to consume it immediately after having sex. At three or four in the morning. The colder the weather the better. This is the perfect season.’

Kajii’s request was so ridiculous that Rika found herself smiling. There was something ephemeral about Kajii’s look today – an ice-blue knitted jumper – that formed a perfect mismatch with the words that had come out of her mouth.

‘I’m recalling one February, three years ago, when I stayed with Mr Niimi in the Shinjuku Park Hyatt. The steaks we were served in the New York Grill were exceptional. That hotel has a sensational view of the city at night.’

Rika called to mind the images Kajii had uploaded onto her blog from that day: a great hunk of meat, and a night sky so crowded with stars that it was hard to believe the photo had been taken in Shinjuku. How extraordinary, Rika thought to herself, to manage a bowl of ramen just hours after consuming something of that volume.

‘I woke up in the early hours, my stomach rumbling. I longed to eat something warm, with its own distinctive flavour, but there was nothing on the room service menu that spoke to me. I pulled on my coat, leaving Mr Niimi asleep in the bed, and jumped into a cab outside the hotel. It was exactly this time of the year, when the weather is at its coldest. We drove for a while without a destination in mind, and just as the taxi meter was about to creep above the starting fare, my eyes fell on that place on Yasukuni-dōri.’

‘But why ramen?’

‘After sex, you’re left emptied out. I’m seized by the urge to fill up that starved self with something hot, rich and juicy. I told you, didn’t I? Eating what you want when you want it makes your senses come alive.’

Rika couldn’t relate to the sensation Kajii described. Was that in part because sex felt like a distant reality to her? She couldn’t actually remember the last time she’d had it. For the first time, her gaze met that of the prison officer, who stood there erasing his presence as if he were a shadow. She could see he was making an effort not to let his feelings seep into his facial expression, but the whites of his eyes gleamed with vulgar curiosity. This man is currently picturing me naked, she thought, and felt herself growing hot all over.

‘I purchased my ticket at the vending machine and then sat down at the counter. The other customers – all men, drivers and postmen and so on – stared at me. I ordered salty ramen topped with butter. For the noodles, I selected the firmest kind, the harigane.’

‘I thought you only frequented classier establishments.’

Rika hadn’t intended this as a compliment, but she could see that it pleased Kajii.

‘I don’t believe good taste has anything to do with price. When you date all kinds of men, you start to understand a variety of different tastes. If you can tell me with accuracy how the salt butter ramen tastes, I’ll think about granting you an exclusive interview.’

Pronouncing this with self-satisfaction, Kajii puckered her pink lips and lifted her shoulders.

‘I don’t believe that the taste of something can change so dramatically depending on what you’ve done before eating it.’

‘Ha! You blather on and on about women’s rights, but in actual fact you’re too proud to ask a man for sex.’

At Kajii’s mocking tone, Rika sensed the back of her neck flush. The room felt stifling. She wanted to be out of there as quickly as possible. She wanted to breathe fresh air. If she stayed any longer she’d be sucked into Kajii’s madness, lose her powers of judgement.

‘When you place your order, you mustn’t forget to say “plenty of butter”.’

When Rika eventually nodded, it wasn’t out of submission to Kajii. Rather, she decided she’d really quite like to taste ramen with oodles of butter straight after sex.

‘You’re left feeling “emptied out”? Isn’t that a very male way of looking at it?’ Reiko’s eyebrows lowered, taking on the outline of a dove in flight. Seemingly embarrassed by her own words, her cheeks reddened. Lately, lunching opposite one another in Rika’s staff canteen had become a habit. Their exciting plans to explore different Kagurazaka restaurants had come to nothing, because Reiko’s visits to the maternity clinic were all dependent on her ovulation, and difficult to predict.

‘I get sleepy right after, so I’ve never experienced that. In any case, surely that’s not the sort of thing that you go around telling people.’

The area around Reiko’s eyes grew dark and her tone combative, so Rika apologised immediately for bringing up the topic. Reiko shrugged and pursed her lips.

‘Reiko! Reikoooooo!’ Rika called in a silly voice, but got no reply. Rika thought for a while, then spoke.

‘Okay, I bet this will make you talk. You know how when I came to your house at Christmas, Ryōsuke was saying that you stunned one of his colleagues with a whole lecture on how to make the shūmai dumplings he’d complimented you on? Will you tell me how to make those shūmai?’

‘You’ve no interest in cooking, though!’

‘Do you remember that my letter to Manako Kajii only worked because I took your advice? I know you worry that I’ve grown too close to her, but I want you to remember that this is all thanks to you. It was you who told me that when dealing with a real foodie, the first thing to do is ask them for a recipe.’

‘Are you implying that I’m to blame for this entire situation?’ Reiko said poutily, her mood apparently worsening. The topic of Kajii was on its way to becoming a taboo between them. Rika felt that, at least between her and Reiko, she didn’t want there to be subjects that heralded disaster.

‘No! I’m grateful to you. What I’m trying to say is that following this story is, of course, important for my own professional life, but it’s also – as grandiose as this sounds – a way for me to repay the good that my friendship with you has done me.’

Reiko looked up at her uncomprehendingly. Her jaw looked more sharply pointed than the last time Rika had seen her. The wrists sticking out of her jumper looked as though they might snap in two at any moment.

‘We’d both been feeling stifled by life before we met, hadn’t we? We became friends because we felt the same.’

Reiko fell into silence. Rika had no doubt they were both picturing the same thing: Reiko as she’d used to be. Back in university, she’d been so outraged with the male teacher for the misogynistic things he said that she’d got into an argument with him in the middle of a seminar. She’d been reproved by a classmate for rejecting a man who wouldn’t leave her alone on a cafe terrace, which had only made her angrier. At her first job out of university, she’d been shocked when a married colleague higher up in the company whom she’d respected had come on to her. She’d complained bitterly when a client rejected an idea of hers on the grounds that people didn’t watch films with female protagonists unless they had a romantic plotline.

‘I’m still the same today,’ Rika said. ‘All of this stuff stops me in my tracks, even now. I can’t help but feel that the sexism we face on a daily basis is underpinning this whole case. That’s what I want to pursue. If possible, I want to write about it in my own words.’

‘The me from the past was so . . .’ With this, Reiko dropped her gaze into her plastic cup. The fluorescent ceiling lights were reflected in the surface of the weak green tea from the dispenser.

‘I’m different to you, Rika. I used to get angry about those same things, but I ran away.’

Rika had suspected that Reiko had been feeling this way, but hearing her voice so thin and wavering now made her panic. She felt her solar plexus constrict. Whenever she saw Reiko sad, she was taken by the sense that she had to do something to help, right this instant. It’s everything about this world that’s wrong, she wanted to shout at the top of her voice, you’re the one who’s in the right.

‘You’ve not run away. You’re no different from how you always were. You quit your job so as to figure out a way to do what’s right for you.’

Reiko looked at Rika. Her light brown eyes sparkled and her long eyelashes formed bouncing canopies over them, so voluminous they looked like they should be making a noise.

‘Ryōsuke won’t come with me to the clinic. He doesn’t want to do the . . . the sample stuff. We’ve made two appointments, and he’s missed both. And of course, me going alone won’t lead anywhere.’

‘I’m surprised to hear that. I didn’t have him down for that kind of person.’ Rika couldn’t think of what else to say. She’d always thought they were united in their desire for a child.

‘I thought that he was different too, but it turns out that he’s worried about saving face, just like all the other men. He keeps saying that things haven’t come to that yet, that we should see how it goes, leave it up to nature a bit longer. He’s convinced that if they discover some problem on his side, it’ll take something fundamental away from him. Of late I’ve been feeling like I’m trying to make a baby on my own.’

Rika found herself wondering if there wasn’t some kind of justification for Ryōsuke’s actions – if he wasn’t just exhausted from work, if Reiko wasn’t misunderstanding in some way – and felt a flash of disappointment in herself. She didn’t want to start disliking him, but she also knew that it was society itself, and the provisions it made for men like Ryōsuke, which was responsible for causing Reiko so much pain.

‘Isn’t there a fairy tale like that?’ Rika said. ‘A woman who’s desperate for a child sets off on a long adventure all alone. By a lake in a forest, she finds the arms and legs and various other parts of a child, which she assembles to create a real child. She and the child live happily ever after. The father never makes an appearance, and everyone’s content.’

Rika could picture it – Reiko in a big hood, roaming the forest gathering up tiny arms and legs, carefully assembling them into a whole. The saddest part was how perfectly the scene seemed to suit her.

‘Pork loin,’ Reiko said now, tonelessly. Not having the faintest idea what she was talking about, Rika awaited her next words.

‘My shūmai recipe uses tenderised loin meat, as well as the usual pork mince. You knead the meat with plenty of finely chopped onions, load the mixture into the dumpling wrappers and steam them once, then freeze them. The freezing breaks down the cells of the onion, so that when you steam them again, the filling is smooth, juicy and slightly sweet.’

‘Will you make them for me next time?’ Rika said pleadingly.

‘Honestly!’ Reiko replied, but her mouth relaxed in a way that made Rika feel relieved.

‘You’re right, it’s like you said. For someone who likes good food, asking for a recipe works like a magic spell . . .’

Reiko rolled her eyes, then asked, ‘Does it never occur to you that you should try out cooking school?’

Seeing Reiko back to her usual forceful self, Rika felt the tension in her stomach loosen.

‘Me? I can barely peel an apple.’

‘That’s exactly why I’m suggesting it. There’s a limit to how far you can keep up with conversations with Manako Kajii if all you’re doing is going around eating fancy meals. You’re smart, and are getting used to good food, so you should be quick on the uptake. Pay for classes with a professional and you’ll improve in no time. If you go, I want to go too.’

If she was going to attend cooking school, Rika thought, there was only one place in this whole world she was interested in signing up to.

Since waking that morning she’d had the nagging thought that she needed to go out and buy some new underwear, the kind that someone else was likely to find sexy. She hadn’t managed to find the time, though, and now it was evening. She wanted to face the mission ahead as a perfect version of herself, with no cracks showing.

Staying at the Park Hyatt had proved impossible – quite aside from budgetary considerations, it turned out to be fully booked in advance of Valentine’s Day anyway. Now Rika stood on the twenty-fourth floor of the Century Southern Tower Hotel, looking down at Shinjuku Gyoen Park, a patch of complete darkness amid the sea of neon lights.

She was still waiting for a reply from Makoto, but she sent him another message to let him know the room number. If he couldn’t make it, she told herself, she’d have a long sleep, then go into work the following morning. She was so nervous about his reply that she couldn’t look at her phone. She’d turned down his most recent offer to spend the night together, but now that she’d been set a mission by Kajii, she was the one issuing the invite – was her behaviour too selfish?

And more to the point, why was it that she felt this guilty and embarrassed about asking her boyfriend to have sex with her? Rika sank down onto the double bed, without peeling back the covers. She caught sight of a coffee percolator, the same type that they had in the kitchen at work. What would she do if he said no? What if he thought she was sexually dissatisfied? The thoughts went round and round in her head. She felt as though there was a hidden camera in the room, and on the other side a crowd of people roaring with laughter. She covered her face with a pillow.

It was past 1 a.m. when she heard a knock on the door. Brought back from her peaceful doze to the smell of green-tea-scented air freshener, she sat up and got off the bed.

‘Sorry I’m so late.’

‘That’s okay. It’s me who should be apologising for the last-minute invitation.’

Rika could see from Makoto’s body language that he was hanging back. He looked at her wordlessly from where he stood by the door, then finally trudged into the room. As always, he turned his back to her, took off his suit, and hung it on the hanger.

‘Man, I’m tired,’ he said, settling down heavily on the bed.

Rika sat next to him and reached out a hand towards him.

‘Sorry to ask, when you’re so busy.’

His hair was so soft that it offered no resistance to her touch at all, and she liked the feel of it wrapping itself around her fingers. His round eyes, the same colour as his hair, were bloodshot, and he blinked restlessly.

‘Even if Nishihashi wins, I might not be working with him by the time he claims the award.’

The established author whose book Makoto was editing had been nominated for a prestigious award, and the winner would be announced in the spring.

‘Will you be switching jobs at the end of the fiscal year? They move people around so much in books. Did you hear something to that effect?’

‘Look, honestly, there’s not even any point talking about it. When the order comes you just have to obey them. It happens to everyone, not just me.’

Though he sounded resigned to his fate, Makoto’s eyelid was twitching.

‘You don’t have to be pragmatic for my sake. I don’t mind you moaning. It’d be sad if you got taken away from him now. You’ve been involved with that book since the very start.’

‘It’s fine, it’s fine. It’s a waste to talk shop when it’s just the two of us.’

Makoto’s intonation was forceful, and Rika fell silent. Once again, she felt she’d brushed up against the obstinate part of him. Did he believe that strength lay in not complaining, not showing weakness? In the past, he’d spoken more about the less admirable parts of himself, without hiding them. That was why Rika had felt like she could share anything with him. At some point, they’d started carrying the tension they felt at work into their relationship. Was that really just a result of the lack of time they spent together?

Rika’s father had been the same.

She’d liked the father who’d read her picture books, who’d secretly made her instant yakisoba, which her mother forbade her to eat, in a frying pan, who ostensibly had such highbrow tastes but at New Year would always watch a Tora-san film and cry. When his inflexible character had got him in trouble, and he’d veered off the path that led to prestige and glory at the university, he’d begun to change. He stopped looking Rika in the eye when he spoke to her. As their family fell into financial difficulties, he grew increasingly taciturn, going out drinking and returning home in the early hours. The alcohol meant he was more aggressive with her mother. Yet neither Rika nor her mother expected him to be a perfect breadwinner: Rika wouldn’t have minded not going to a private girls’ school, and her mother was more than willing to work. All that they’d wanted was a father who’d engage with his family.

‘I’m begging you, talk to me. That’s all I’m asking you.’

Hearing her mother’s tear-choked voice from behind the sliding door, Rika would snuggle down deeper in her futon. Still she heard nothing from her father. As though he believed that if he said so much as a word, his entire body might split open.

Weren’t Kajii’s men bound by this same need to be manly? Forced to keep up with her extraordinary stamina, luxurious tastes and desire for high-calorie meals, their whole bodies had screamed out in protest, and still they’d been incapable of saying that they were tired, that they needed a rest. Wasn’t that less about their fear of losing her and more because they didn’t want to lose to her? The media coverage had portrayed the victims as shy men with poor communication skills, but they hadn’t been totally isolated. Yamamura’s sister and his mother, Niimi’s former colleagues and his eldest son’s wife, and Motomatsu’s care worker and the wives in the neighbourhood – all those people had been worried about them. According to the articles, all the concerned parties had been women. If the victims had listened to just one of them . . .

‘My back hurts. I think my eyes are tired as well.’

Saying that, Makoto threw himself down onto the bed and, groaning, rolled over onto his front. Rika noticed, for the first time in a long time, the surprising pertness of his bottom, and patted it.

‘I’ll give you a massage.’

‘No, that’s okay. You must be tired too.’

Before, Rika had always thought his hesitancy came out of consideration, but was his reluctance to accept from her not just the meal she’d casually rustled up but even a massage in fact a species of rejection? With all those small rejections in the past, she had become incapable of showing him vulnerability.

Now she straddled his body intrepidly, her thighs pressed against his lower back, and moved her hands up inside his vest. He yelped – her hands were too cold. Rika rubbed them together before once again returning to massage his lower back. His skin was smooth and moist, and stuck to her hands. Touching him like this brought memories from the last time they were physically intimate, over three months ago now, seeping back to her. She felt Kajii’s instructions begin to grow fuzzy. Maybe she didn’t really need to have sex. If she told Kajii honestly that she’d been unable to carry out her mission, it might tickle Kajii’s self-esteem.

At first, Makoto had moved his body from side to side ticklishly, but his movements soon stilled. As Rika’s hands began to warm up, she could tell that Makoto’s lower back was terribly stiff, and his body was chilled all over.

As she went on massaging, the blood began to circulate through his skin and she could feel a lively pulse beneath her fingers. With his warmth underneath her, her groin began to grow hot and moist.

Suddenly Makoto sat up, catching Rika off balance so she fell to the side. She was still giggling when he grabbed her arm. At the feel of his unexpected grip, everything else seemed to fade into the background. Makoto threw off his vest. His naked chest swelled out awkwardly like that of a pubescent girl. There was hair growing around his nipples. When she touched the skin there, her fingers slid across with surprising smoothness. His body had grown very hot.

Rika raised her bottom so she could ease off her pants and tights at the same time. She heard his bag opening, papers rustling as he pushed them aside, and then the snap of the condom. At the touch of his fingers on her pelvis, her nipples pointed stiffly up at the ceiling.

She had been in her head too much, trying too hard to put things into words. She could tell that sensations that had gone unfelt for so long were now mobilising en masse within her. The heat of Makoto’s body felt good. Her legs were prised tenderly open. She felt all her joints tingling softly. A sweet smell, which didn’t seem like her own, filled the room. She wasn’t fully wet yet, and at first her insides stung a little, but she began acclimatising with a hungry speed. Feeling a drop of tepid water on her forehead, she looked up to see a pair of intent, bloodshot eyes above her. The sweat continued to drip from Makoto’s face, splashing down on her body. The feeling of being with him spread right out to the tips of her toes. Rika understood in the deepest part of her that this, or else something that was an extension of this, was what had been lacking. She didn’t know what was going to happen with her and Makoto from now on, whether or not this relationship was what she really needed. She guessed he felt the same. Yet right now, half of Rika felt satisfied. The rain of Makoto’s sweat fell on her like a blessing. The pristine ceiling above seemed to get higher and higher.

Finally Makoto rolled off her, panting. She felt the heat slipping away. She waited for her breathing to return to normal, for her vision to grow light, and then she lifted her head and surveyed the room from within this brand-new feeling. Their sweat had left semi-transparent patches on the sheets. She didn’t feel like taking a shower at all. She could hear Makoto’s breathing gradually getting quieter.

‘You can’t talk,’ she said, reaching out an arm and slapping his rounded stomach. Just then she didn’t feel embarrassed about the weight she’d put on. Rika kept on fooling around, and finally, as if relenting, Makoto smiled.

‘Your body’s so sexy like that.’ The words he whispered in her ear felt so ticklish to hear that Rika flapped her feet. His dry lips snagged on her skin. She heard a noise like the coo of a small bird coming from inside her throat. Clinging to his neck, she rested her forehead on his curved shoulder. All the childishness she’d been desperately trying to keep inside was now coming out, and the feeling was unbelievably comforting.

Why, when her desire was the most natural thing, was she not brave enough to look it in the eye?

‘I’m sorry for abandoning you. I know I don’t take you anywhere . . . I’m really sorry,’ Makoto mumbled, as if sleep-talking. He looked up at the ceiling and then closed his eyes. Rika gazed at his nostrils, glistening with drops of sweat. He seemed to be humming something. Maybe it was a song by that idol group. His belly rose and fell.

One thing all of the Scream songs she’d listened to on YouTube had in common was their fixation on effort and perseverance. Grit your teeth, don’t rely on others, the answer is right in front of you – in the mouths of those cute young girls, these phrases seemed not gallant but stifling. The idols Rika knew from the nineties had all sung about love and sweets and lip balm, and seemed to be having a whale of a time.

‘I don’t need us to go anywhere. We’re both so busy that I’d rather spend the time we do have together relaxing. I’m happy to just loll around like this.’

Rika realised that the more she said, the more it sounded like she was having a go at him for not being attentive enough, and so she stopped. It was the tarako pasta all over again: the more she emphasised that she’d not put any effort into it, the further he’d shrunk back.

‘I’ve got to get up early tomorrow – or today, even. There’s stuff I didn’t manage to do yesterday, and we go to print the day after tomorrow. You should take it easy and sleep in.’ Once again Makoto’s words were mumbled as if he were sleep-talking. Rika could tell he was slipping into sleep.

‘When we do things like this, do you feel like you’re slacking off?’ she asked.

Rika wanted them to lie together cuddling, to fall asleep savouring each other’s body heat. She linked her fingers with his, and slid her leg between his thighs.

‘Don’t you think that’s a disease of the contemporary age? It feels like these days our value is determined by how much effort we make on a daily basis. That matters even more than our results. After a while, the concept of effort starts to become mixed up with things feeling difficult, and then you reach the point where the person seen as the most admirable is the one suffering the most. I think that’s the reason people are so vicious towards Manako Kajii. She refuses to live that life, refuses to suffer.’

Hearing snoring, Rika broke off her monologue. Makoto’s Adam’s apple was moving, his stomach heaving up and down. Inside, she berated herself for broaching the subject of work again. She was hardly in a position to reproach him.

Her inclination to sleep snugly next to Makoto was intensely strong. She had faith that if she could just keep on living her life somewhere as comfortable as this, satisfied with the small world she inhabited, then nothing bad would happen to her. If they spent more time together, Makoto might gradually open up. But she had to keep her promise, however minor a promise it was.

The bedside clock read 2:45.

Rika roused herself and got up from the bed. She put on her underwear, her trousers and a jumper, her shoes, and finally a coat. After deliberating for a moment, she decided to leave her phone behind. Her soft, moistened skin resisted the fabric of her clothes, and her mind was unable to acclimatise to the reality of being dressed, so that as she took her wallet and room key in hand, she still felt herself to be naked. Stricken by a pang of guilt towards Makoto, who was sleeping with his mouth open, she pressed her hands together at the door in a gesture of apology, then walked down the long, deserted corridor and took the lift to the ground floor. She walked past the reception desk, behind which a solitary male employee was sitting. No sooner had the automatic doors opened than she felt the night breeze strike her, as though someone had thrown a sheet of ice with full force in her direction. The uncompromising cold and dark promptly blew away the magic of before.

A starless night sky, close to blue in colour.

Nobody looked at her. She was a tall, mediocre-looking woman. It was relief that she felt, more than sadness. Maybe Makoto did like her after all – the thought made her faintly happy. If you were accepted by just one person, then you didn’t need to be someone whose beauty was acknowledged by everyone. The flood of neon signs, oblivious to any demands to harmonise with their surroundings, coursed past her as she moved, and she could smell the odour of garbage blended with the cool air.

That intimate playfulness exchanged by two people in bed – it occurred to Rika now that Manako Kajii’s entire identity could be summarised by the way she took such a thing totally seriously, assigned it value, and attempted to integrate it into her daily life.

Her blood had stopped circulating properly, and every inch of her body felt chilled. The back of her nose twinged with the cold, and her toes had grown numb. All these unpleasant sensations came together to form a deluge, and her own self, which had until just now seemed to her like such a smooth, simple thing, became a difficult, unwieldy being.

Seeing the red and gold sign for the chain ramen restaurant, Rika dived inside the shop as if chased, not even stopping to take in its exterior. A rotund middle-aged man sat dozing in front of a half-eaten bowl of noodles. A young man with prominent cheekbones wearing a sweatshirt with the shop’s logo on it looked at her with disinterest from behind the counter. Rika pressed the right button on the ticket machine and then sat down close to the door without taking off her coat. Surrounded by the smell of the stock and the warmth of the room, she felt her body relax. Holding out her ticket, she called out, ‘Salt butter ramen, please, with harigane noodles. Plenty of butter.’

With the vapour from the soup and the steam rising up from the pan where the noodles were boiling, her taut skin began to loosen. After a while, the sound of noodles being drained echoed round the restaurant. She could barely see into the kitchen for all the steam. Rika had always liked ramen. When she’d first joined the company, she’d been out to eat ramen with Makoto, and with other colleagues too, and when it came to the restaurants in the Kagurazaka area, it was the ramen places she knew the most about. Her favourite kind was simple soy sauce flavour, with nothing fancy added to it. Now, a bowl was placed unceremoniously on the counter in front of her. Its solid weight and heat unthawed her numbed fingertips. She took a pair of disposable chopsticks from the dispenser and snapped them apart. Their woody scent blended with the smell of the soup.

The only garnish for the noodles was sesame and spring onions. The two perfect squares of butter on top were already beginning to lose their shape in the clear broth, their outlines blurring messily. Beneath them floated the crinkled noodles with their strong yellow hue. Dissolved in the soup, the butter formed golden circles on its surface. Rika deliberately passed the noodles through those circles on their way to her mouth. The taste of lye water was a little strong, but they weren’t badly cooked, and retained their bite. She sipped the soup. Against the faint chicken base of the stock she could detect the flavour of bonito. The broth was hot but it slipped down easily, lubricating her painfully dry throat. Alone, the cheap butter had an overly milky tang, but in combination with the noodles and the soup, its flavour grew golden and staked its territory, with a kind of violence. A certain depth of flavour began to assert itself, and as the droplets plummeted to the centre of her body, its arc of influence expanded. The back of her nose grew hot, and she reached for the tissue box on the counter. Feeling the moisture flowing, she blew her nose loudly. A film of butter was forming across her insides. The hot broth and the hot noodles were more assertive, more forceful than Makoto’s warmth and smell. As she raised them to her mouth alternately, Rika’s body regained more and more of its heat and softness. She was already warmer than she had been back in the hotel room.

She noticed the man behind the counter with the cheekbones staring at her. Undeterred, Rika remained focused on her ramen.

An uninterrupted flow of cars made its way up and down Yasukuni-dōri. Rika felt as if Shinjuku, a part of town she knew well, had been transformed into a foreign country.

She slurped her noodles noisily.

Ramen that she’d waltzed out to eat after having sex – the experience wasn’t, as she’d been imagining, an extension of the sensuality of the physical contact. No, the taste was one of freedom – the kind of freedom that could only be savoured alone.

Kajii could pursue her desires so wholeheartedly precisely because she wasn’t tied to anybody. For the first time, Rika understood what Tokyo meant to a woman like her, who’d abandoned her hometown, and who had no fixed employment or friends. As someone born and brought up in the city, Rika was unable – for better or worse – to escape the sense of customs, family and history attached to it. For Kajii, though, Tokyo would always be a place to see and be seen, a great stage that was perfectly suited to special occasions, a foreign land where she could toss away her shame and tear around just as she wished. Maybe the idea of ‘travelling’ wasn’t just something that she’d borrowed from Holly Golightly. She’d been masquerading as a woman in search of a marriage partner, but the truth was that she had no intention of belonging to anyone.

It came to Rika now that it was the year after Kajii’s father had died, back in her hometown, that the men around her had begun meeting their demise. Was there some connection between the two? By continuing to eat as she had been doing, perhaps Rika had finally grasped Kajii’s perspective. Or was it more accurate to say her taste?

Cradling the bowl in her two hands, she drank down the last of the buttery broth. When she held it up, the bowl shrouded the entirety of her vision. A starry sky formed of grease glinted at her out of the darkness. Sensing eyes on her, she raised her face from the bottom of the bowl and looked towards Yasukuni-dōri. She couldn’t shake the sense that Kajii was standing there in the night, watching her.





Chapter Six

‘Rika!’

Hearing her name called, Rika lifted her eyes to see an almost-white bob catching the sunlight illuminating the dark corner of the soba restaurant.

‘I haven’t seen you in ages! Do you mind if I sit with you?’

It was hard to work out where the woman’s hair ended and her silky alabaster skin began. She was only in her forties, but rather than ageing her, the white gave her an ageless, fairy-like charm.

‘Of course, have a seat!’

Rika rested the bowl of wakame soba she’d been sipping on the table with a clunk. Yoriko Mizushima, formerly a well-regarded journalist at the Shūmei Weekly, sat down on the cushion lying on top of the low, angular chair. Rika had barely seen Mizushima since she’d transferred to the books department three years earlier.

She caught a glimpse now of Mizushima’s gleaming loafers. As far as business attire went, there was no faulting her crisp look made up of blazer, stylish button-down shirt and chino trousers, but it said ‘woman in her forties’ less than it did ‘dapper young boy’. All of the materials looked like they could be washed at home, and she wore only the lightest coat of make-up. This woman understands what a good amount means for her, Rika thought to herself. At the corners of her eyes, set far apart in her face, she was accumulating wrinkles. Even the downy hair growing out of the large mole on the side of her nose seemed harmless, and somehow cute.

‘How odd to bump into you. I wouldn’t have thought you had lunch in places like this! Although I guess it’s not really lunchtime, is it? I was busy going around bookshops and forgot to eat!’

Mizushima and Rika were the only customers in the establishment. The smell of dashi filling the restaurant and Mizushima’s matter-of-fact way of speaking, which took Rika straight back to when they worked together, made her heart feel lighter. Mizushima had once occupied a unique position at the magazine, both among colleagues and when out on assignments. Even when interviewing policemen and bureaucrats, she hadn’t pretended to be someone she wasn’t.

‘The food in the canteen is great, but I get claustrophobic if I spend too long in that building,’ Rika replied. ‘It’s important to get out sometimes, and not only for work engagements. Do you come here often?’

The soba restaurant, in a back alley just two minutes’ walk from the office, was not especially well frequented, no doubt due to its obscure location and its understated exterior that made it hard to distinguish from a regular house. The elderly couple who ran the place relied mostly on takeaway orders for their business, taking turns to run in and out, and the service was rough and ready. Yet their freshly made soba was fragrant, and drinking the water it had been cooked in, which was served after the meal, would leave your legs feeling toasty and warm throughout the afternoon, in a way Rika felt sure was good for her. Now that Reiko was no longer inviting her to lunch, she had no need to stick to the staff canteen.

Reiko, it seemed, was taking a break from the fertility clinic. Rika hadn’t heard as much from her directly, but her texts, which had previously been arriving weekly, had dried up entirely. It was obvious that Ryōsuke’s reluctance was having an effect on her. Given the delicate nature of the topic, Rika felt she had no choice but to wait until Reiko confided in her to speak of it. Rika didn’t know whether that meant she was being considerate or not.

‘Today was bring-your-own-bento day at the nursery, but I didn’t have the time to make one for my husband and me.’

‘Do you make bento boxes for your child?’

‘Only on the odd occasion – she’s normally given lunch at the nursery. Besides, my daughter’s four now, so even that’s only until she gets into primary school. I never bust a gut making the fancy ones with anime characters and so on. I just do rice, umeboshi, rolled omelette, some meat or something left over from dinner the previous night, then stuff in something green, and that’s the lot.’

‘That’s still so impressive!’

Rika still couldn’t summon the interest for getting married and having kids. She knew it was expected of her, but sometimes she felt that the day when she’d truly want to do it would never come. Mizushima ordered a rice bowl topped with eggs, meat and onions, then turned back to Rika.

‘Not at all. I’ve got much more time these days than when I was working for the magazine. I can go home on time most days. And the biggest thing is the sense of safety that comes from having no unexpected demands made of you. What about you? Do you have anything exciting on the go?’

In most firms, the sales team was perceived as the face of the company, but at the Shūmeisha offices there was a tendency to see it as behind-the-scenes work. Employees might move into the department after giving birth or if they had long-term health issues. When Rika had heard that Mizushima was going to move to sales because she couldn’t juggle childcare with her magazine work, she’d felt a pall descend over her own vision of the future. The sweet-salty smell of Mizushima’s soba wafted over from behind, where it was being prepared. Rika lowered her voice to answer.

‘I’ve just come from the house of the victim in the Shinonome case. Though she didn’t agree to an interview.’

The mother of a middle-school boy who’d lost his life in a brutal attack at the hands of a friend was being publicly excoriated. A single mother working two jobs, she’d not been at home with her son as much as she’d have liked, and had missed the warning signs. The son had first met the boy, who would befriend and then kill him, while walking to a convenience store to buy dinner. Of all the takes people had on the case, the one that stood out was that this was a tragedy brought on by the failings of contemporary culture that prioritised ready meals over home-made food. Even the Shūmei Weekly, though it hadn’t overtly criticised the mother, had featured some opinions on the subject of food that were directed at working mothers in general. Rika, responsible for covering the story, had vehemently opposed the article right up to its publication, but her opinion hadn’t been heeded. The issue was just out, which had only exacerbated her feelings of reluctance about going to see the mother today. She still couldn’t get the sound of that weak, wavering voice on the other side of the intercom out of her head as it spoke: ‘I’m terribly sorry to have inconvenienced everyone like this. It was all my fault.’

Mizushima lowered her thick eyebrows and her mole twitched.

‘Oh, that case . . . I can’t help but think of my own situation, of course. It’s ridiculous to blame it on the mother – it’s just sheer bad luck that it happened to that household. I’m sure there’ll be plenty of times in the future when I’m too busy to make dinner and tell my kids to go and get something for themselves.’

If only Mizushima were on the editorial desk, Rika thought to herself. It was so hard to make her opinion heard – she felt like an insignificant bit player, gathering up the components the desk needed to write the pieces their way, looking on at a current whose momentum exceeded her own.

‘You’re being so patient, Rika. Everyone of my generation is so impressed. If you become the first woman to make the desk, I won’t even be envious! I’ll simply feel pure delight.’

Mizushima was almost certainly the first woman at the Shūmei Weekly to have taken not just maternity leave but childcare leave as well.

‘I really tried to make motherhood and a career work. I used everything at my disposal, spent so much of the money I’d saved up when I was single. I employed a babysitter until a space in nursery became free, because I was so determined not to be a burden on the people around me. But it turned out that I wasn’t superhuman. That’s not a bad thing, I know now, but back then I believed that I had to be.’

She lowered her eyelashes and a shadow fell across the bags under her eyes.

‘Nowadays I think that maybe it would have been all right to be a bit of a burden to the people around me. Young people like you are paying the price for people like me gritting my teeth, bearing it all myself and not showing any weakness. I didn’t ask for help, and that stopped other people around me from asking for it.’

Mizushima’s lunch was brought over, and she energetically broke her chopsticks in two. Fluffy egg enveloped pieces of pork and kamaboko on a bed of rice stained with soy sauce. As she chewed, she looked at Rika.

‘You seem different somehow. You used to have the air of a monk in training.’

‘It must be because I’ve put on weight recently, from eating so much. I’ve swelled right out.’

‘Oh, you look far better like this. You used to be so skinny it made me concerned to look at you. You seemed to throw yourself headlong into your work, and didn’t take care of yourself at all. When I see people who don’t look after themselves, I end up feeling guilty myself.’

There was the sound of the glass door opening. The old woman returned from her delivery and headed silently towards the kitchen. As if he’d been waiting for her cue, the man pointed the remote control at the TV and turned up the volume. The lines from the dubbed Western drama flowed clearly and brightly through the restaurant.

No sooner were they sitting face to face across the acrylic screen than Kajii smiled and said, ‘Well, was the salty butter ramen to your liking?’

Rika willed herself not to blush, but she could feel her ears growing hot. She went through her memories of that dawn excursion four days previously, attempting to ignore the prison officer’s gaze.

‘Is it the cold that makes a bowl of ramen from a regular chain restaurant taste that good?’

‘Why are you asking me, when you know the answer better than anyone?’

There was nothing wheedling about her way of speaking today, and what she said landed with Rika with alarming ease. She didn’t need Kajii to point out to her that having sex with Makoto just once had made her feelings toward him a lot clearer.

‘Men are simply very warm creatures, aren’t they? Where I grew up, February was freezing, so you feel ever so grateful for that warmth. I was at high school when I cottoned on to the fact.’

‘Your first boyfriend was a salesman who came and went between Tokyo and Niigata, yes? Where did you meet him?’

Rika opened up her memo pad and held her pen poised. Usually Kajii would assume a wary look as soon as Rika began to write, so she’d been trying to keep her note-taking to a minimum, but today Kajii’s eyes were roving around as though she were dreaming, and she seemed quite unbothered by what Rika was up to. Seizing her chance, Rika began scribbling.

‘He approached me as I was perusing the works of Carl Sagan in my local bookshop. I was very into reading as a young girl. He told me that he liked Sagan too, and he would love it if a girl like me would show him around the town. He tried to persuade me to be his lover immediately, but I brushed him off. I took him bento boxes and sweets that I’d made, and he was so overjoyed that I kept it up. Each time I saw him, he would do his very best to seduce me. On Valentine’s Day, I baked him a cake. For the first time, I lied to my parents, and the two of us stayed over at a hotel near Niigata Station. There was a snowstorm that night. That was how things began between us. Then someone at my school who saw us coming out of a love hotel together spread the rumour that he was paying me for my time, as was very much the trend back then, and we were forced to separate. It was only then that I found out he was married. But that’s neither here nor there to me. I treasure my memories with him.’

To Rika’s surprise, Kajii brushed away a tear from her eye with the back of her little finger. Rika fought away her feeling of discomfort. She had to remember the intensity of the time spent in the hotel room with Makoto, and the chilly reality when she stepped out onto the street. She mustn’t forget that feeling of the magic fading away – or else she would end up being sucked into Kajii’s view of the world.

‘It seems as though you’ve patched up things with your boyfriend, so why don’t you make him something for Valentine’s Day?’

‘I’ve never once given him anything for Valentine’s, let alone something I’ve baked myself. He doesn’t go for all that stuff. He finds it too heavy.’

‘In that case, avoid sickly sweet chocolate, and do something like a quatre quarts. It’s a simple recipe, perfect for beginners.’

‘Quatre . . . ?

‘It’s French for “four quarters”. It’s a pound cake that uses equal amounts of egg, flour, butter and granulated sugar. 150 grams of each. It’s easy to remember, no? No, don’t write it down, memorise it. It’s outstanding with lemon as well. Organic, Japan-grown lemons – grate in the zest. You can add vanilla essence too, if you have some, and glaze the finished product with rum.’

‘Cake-making sounds so hard, though. I’m not sure I’m up to it.’

Rika was sure she’d sampled more home-made confectionery than most. Back at her girls’ school, she’d received a constant stream of home-made pound cakes and cookies from her admirers. Frequently the cakes were undercooked, or coated the tongue and refused to come off, or were hard and dry as rock. Eating them, she’d felt that she could sense her admirers’ saccharine scent, their body temperature. The stuff you could buy at the convenience store tasted far better. When Rika had first got to know Reiko and sampled her home-made apple pie, she had been blown away by how good it was, how sophisticated the flavour. Oblivious to Rika’s musings, Kajii went on speaking.

‘Oven-baking is a perfect pursuit for busy people like you. It’ll give you an understanding of what it means to put your time to good use. If possible, you should try to serve him the cake when it’s fresh out of the oven. Pound cake is at its most flavoursome the day after it’s been baked, when it’s had a chance to take on its full richness, but I personally love a thick slice of it when it’s still warm. You say that he has an aversion to home baking, but I’m certain that’s because he’s never sampled a freshly baked cake.’

Rika knew that after Makoto’s father had died, his mother had worked in sales for a cosmetics company to earn money for the family, and hadn’t been at home very much. Like Rika herself, Makoto wouldn’t have grown up eating the food his mother had cooked.

‘Did you always make cakes on Valentine’s Day for the men you were seeing?’

Knowing that Kajii had dated several men at one time, the thought of the effort involved made Rika feel almost faint. The new mission she’d been assigned seemed to her nothing but a hassle. She had no faith she’d be able to make a cake rise, and she couldn’t conceive of Makoto being pleased by the gift.

‘Absolutely. In the days before Valentine’s Day, my apartment would be transformed into a patisserie.’

In her conversational element, Kajii seemed to be genuinely enjoying herself. Feeling as if something sweet had become stuck in her throat, Rika gave a dry cough. She remembered her reason for coming.

‘Is it okay to assume that you’re agreeing to an exclusive interview?’

‘Yes,’ Kajii said, nodding, and Rika promptly dropped her pen. She lifted herself from the seat to fetch it, and as she looked down at it rolling across the floor, she felt her vision go double.

‘But I haven’t said that I’ll do it with you,’ Kajii said coldly, as Rika sat back down. Rika took a sharp inhale. Cocking her head with an expression of distaste, Kajii was looking baldly at her.

‘Sitting here looking at you, I feel my heart drying up like a desert. It’s so exhausting to watch people who live in such a sacrificial way. It makes me feel as though I’m being accused of something. What are you pulling that face for?’

‘So you are actually noticing me, after all?’

‘What are you talking about, you idiot!’ Kajii spat out dismissively, and Rika could see her fleshy jowls trembling furiously.

That look again, Rika thought – of late, even when she was cruel to Rika, there was a certain curiosity, a desire for affection mixed up in Kajii’s expression. Did she really hate women as she said? Was it not that she was trying her best to convince herself of the fact? If so, then why, when she was otherwise so true to her desires, would she try so persistently to push away this wish to be close to another woman? Rika only realised that she was staring intently at Kajii when, for the first time, Kajii turned away from Rika in embarrassment.

‘In any case, you should master cake-baking, even if you only learn how to make one kind. It will help you understand the art of wall-building. You don’t have any walls in your life, you see. Your work and your private life, your true feelings and your social self – everything is mixed up. It’s frankly tiring to watch. Once that roughness about you has disappeared, I’ll be happy to tell you everything. For the quatre quarts recipe, consult my blog. The trick is to aerate the butter well, and mix in the flour with quick strokes.’

Kajii nodded as if in satisfaction at something beyond the room in which she sat. She looked like a master chef, tasting her stew and finding its flavour thoroughly intoxicating.

From the next room came the sound of a woman, not too young by the sound of things, singing an off-key pop song. Rika thought she’d heard the melody before. When it came to the bridge she realised it was Scream’s latest hit.

In the dim interior of a karaoke box five minutes’ walk from Iidabashi Station, Rika and Shinoi sat at right angles around a low table. This was their chosen spot when they needed to meet in proximity to the office, the booths meaning they could remain unseen. The two mics lay on the table, still clothed in their cellophane covers, and the muted TV screen played commercials for the most recent big-hit bands.

‘The victim’s mother had just moved to Shinonome from Fukui Prefecture, and wouldn’t have known about any of the rumours circulating about the boy’s family. I guess there was nobody to warn her. She was probably just glad that her son had made a friend and was spending time at his house. A colleague of hers at the hospital said it bothered her that whenever she called nobody picked up, but she had no time to visit and check that everything was okay.’

The assailant’s father had once got into a disagreement with a parent of one of his classmates, and as a result his friends stopped coming round to his house. In his loneliness, the boy had been looking for someone to hang out with who didn’t know the rumours. All this Shinoi told her freely, guided by her questioning, as he drank his shōchū and iced oolong tea. Rika put her memo pad away in her bag and bowed her head in gratitude.

‘Thanks so much. I’ll try speaking to people around the assailant’s house again.’

‘And how are things going with Kajii?’

‘I finally got her to agree to doing an exclusive interview, but apparently she’s reluctant to do it with me, another woman. She said she’ll do it on the condition that I bake a cake,’ Rika said with a smile, and raised her pu’er tea, now thoroughly cold, to her lips. Shinoi tapped his cigarette that rested on the edge of the ashtray.

‘A cake? Why?’

Rika brought him up to date on the situation, leaving out the part about Makoto, then pulled from her bag a printed blog entry in a clear file, dated October 2013. There was the recipe for quatre quarts, together with a section of Kajii’s writing about her love of confectionery, so long as it was ‘the real thing’ and used lots of butter, and her loathing of the individually wrapped slices of pound cake that were given as gifts or bought in convenience stores.

‘I’m in a bit of a bind with it, though. For a start, I don’t have an oven at home. Then, you need all kinds of equipment to make cakes, right? I asked my friend who loves cooking if I can borrow her kitchen, but her husband’s got the flu and I don’t think it’s going to be possible. And there’s only four days left until Valentine’s Day!’

Rika didn’t know if what Reiko had written in her text was true, or if she was simply avoiding her. But even if she’d succeeded in baking a cake at Reiko’s house, she’d be way down the Den-en-Toshi Line, which made serving it to Makoto fresh from the oven out of the question. She could hire one of the kitchen studios used for photo shoots, but most of them were daytime only, and besides, right before Valentine’s Day, they’d be fully booked up.

There was a pause, and then Shinoi said, without changing expression, ‘You can come over to my place now, if you want. It’s got a built-in oven that’s actually quite high-spec. I’ve got cake-making equipment there, too. There’s a supermarket on the ground floor of the building, which I think will still be open. Anything I don’t have, you can buy there.’

She glanced at him to check for the signs of any hidden intention in his eye, but a second later she swallowed back her doubts and her words. Looking at her watch, she saw it was already past half ten. She would go to his apartment – it was only one stop away and close to the station – go to the supermarket and bake a cake. Makoto was just about to send a book to print, and would almost certainly still be at work. She couldn’t miss this opportunity.

Seeing Rika nod, Shinoi got up and opened the door to the booth. He paid the bill, then went down the stairs by the reception. Rika followed. When she stepped outside, he was already hailing a taxi. She got into the passenger seat, conscious of the people around her. Shinoi gave his address, and the car set off in the direction of Yotsuya. Rika started.

‘I thought your apartment was near Suidōbashi?’

‘That’s just the cheap one-room apartment that I’m renting. My real home is where we’re headed now. I don’t go there much. It’s very close – in Arakichō.’

By ‘real home’, did he mean the place he’d lived before his divorce? Rika wondered. Did that mean his ex-wife would be there? She felt concerned by the thought that his ex might come waltzing in on the two of them, but this feeling was surpassed by her sense of curiosity and her worries about baking a good quatre quarts.

‘I’m fairly sure there’s a bowl, a whisk and a spatula there.’

Their eyes met in the rear-view mirror; she was the first to look away. When they turned off the main road, they came to a quiet residential area that felt a million miles from the parade of endless neon outside Iidabashi Station. The taxi descended the hill of Arakichō, which was shaped like a bowl, stopping when it reached the base. The apartment block, clearly designed for families, looked out over a tiny park, furnished with just a sandpit and a swing.

From the ground-floor supermarket open until 1 a.m. spilled a bright white light that gave the swing in the park a long shadow. The supermarket chain was known for its selection of organic vegetables, imported sweets and coffee. In the dairy section, where Rika headed first, was a notice reading Due to supply shortages, sales of butter are currently limited to one item per customer, but luckily there were two remaining packets of Yotsuba unsalted butter. She added a roll of aluminium foil, Japanese organic lemons, bags of flour and granulated sugar, and a carton of eggs into her basket, and headed to the cash registers. The cashier loaded her shopping into paper bags. As she and Shinoi walked out through the automatic doors together, Rika was taken by the sensation that she’d slipped into a parallel world. In that world, she’d started living here, close to the office, with an older man from the same industry whose first marriage had collapsed, and some day in the future they would get married and have children – the thought didn’t cause her excitement, but it did seem somehow grounded. They climbed a short flight of stairs and passed by the caretaker’s office, now empty. Shinoi took out a bunch of keys held together with a key ring featuring the cartoon mascot for his news agency, and used one of them to open the door. While the lift with its old metal doors headed for the fourth floor, only the rustling of her paper shopping bags saved them from total silence.

As he inserted his key in the door to his apartment, Rika found herself holding her breath. Moving into the room first, Shinoi switched on the lights. A silver carpet, its pile thoroughly flattened, led from the lobby down the hall and into the living room that spread out beyond. The dry, chilly air made her sneeze. She took off her shoes and lined them up, before following Shinoi inside, still wearing her coat. She was cold, but she also wanted to avoid exposing the contours of her body.

Judging by the number of doors, it was a three-bedroom apartment. The only items of furniture in the living room were four chairs and a table, a plasma TV and a cabinet for kitchenware, mostly empty. Shinoi turned on the heating. The dark kitchen with its island seemed mostly bereft of objects. There was none of the stuffy smell characteristic of other people’s houses. Instead the air had a clean, whiteish quality, not dissimilar to a brand-new office. On the other side of the kitchen counter, Shinoi set out paper towels, sponges and washing-up liquid.

‘The bowls and whisk are in the rack under the sink, but they haven’t been used in a long time, so it might be best to give them a wash first. The cleaner comes once a month, so the kitchen itself shouldn’t be dirty. I did a deep clean of the oven and the sink, so I think they should be okay. Since my wife and daughter left, I only come back three or four times a month, but I pay all the bills – the water and the gas will work. The divorce finally went through the other day, so the time has probably come for me to sell it, or else to get rid of the other place, but I can’t seem to decide. I’ll just sit here and work, so do whatever you need to.’

Shinoi made for the kitchen table. He took his laptop from his bag and began tapping away at its keys, apparently unfazed by her presence. Hesitantly, Rika moved into the kitchen with Kajii’s recipe and the ingredients in hand, and turned on the lights. The bulbs made a buzzing noise, and the surroundings slowly lit up. From over the counter, she glanced at Shinoi’s profile. Had his wife stood in this same place and looked at him? The room wasn’t that large, and yet he seemed terribly far away. The kitchen was a lonely place, she thought.

She waited until the tap water ran hot, then washed her hands and dried them with a paper towel. The beige four-plate was spotless – not a single smudge or burn mark – making it impossible to get a sense of the family that had once lived here. When Rika opened up the oven, out wafted the smell of baked caramel. She wiped the insides with a paper towel, but all that came off was a little grease. Knowing this was hardly the time to hesitate, she spoke out straight away.

‘The recipe says to preheat the oven to 170 degrees. I’ve never done this before, so would you mind having a look for me?’

Shinoi came over and fiddled with the controls. A blue flame rose up, flickering, inside the pitch-black cavity of the oven. When Rika opened the cupboards beneath the sink as instructed, she found a whisk, knives and a plastic spatula. She couldn’t see any pans or chopping boards, though. There were several cake tins, and Rika reached for the oblong pound cake one. She found the burn marks at the edges, dating back to who-knew-when, very reassuring. She pulled out the large, medium and small bowls and a sieve. To be safe, she washed them all with a washing-up sponge, then dried them off with a paper towel. Laying a sheet of paper towel on top of the scales, she measured out 500 grams of flour.

As she was sieving the flour into the bowl, Shinoi said, still looking at his laptop screen: ‘You might want to put some baking powder in, just to be sure. That recipe looked pretty authentic. This is your first time making a cake, right?’

Rika stopped moving. The flour falling softly through the metal mesh formed a tiny tornado the width of her fingertip. The remaining clumps rolled forlornly around in the sieve.

‘I know from the recipes I’ve seen online that it’s normal to put baking powder in a quatre quarts, but I want to make it according to Manako Kajii’s instructions.’

‘So earnest! You know she’s not watching you right now, don’t you?’

No, Rika thought, she’s here. Can’t you sense her presence? She’s looking at us and grinning. When she was attending to the ingredients, Rika could always feel Kajii’s gaze. But if she said any of this to Shinoi, he’d think she’d gone mad. She measured out the granulated sugar, then beat three eggs, the equivalent of 500 grams.

‘It’s you who told me to offer my heart on a plate, remember? I want to be sincere with her.’

‘Despite the fact that she’s robbed several innocent men of their lives?’

Rika pretended not to hear. She took the butter from its box and opened up its foil wrapper. It was hard and cold. She didn’t want to create more washing-up than necessary and she still hadn’t located a chopping board, so she sliced it on top of the paper and placed it on the scale. There was a tiny fragment left over on the knife, which she raised to her mouth. The lack of salt meant it coasted across her tongue like a placid midwinter wave, leaving her with an impression of silkiness and concentrated fat.

She transferred the butter, cut up into pieces, to the bowl. Gripping the whisk in one hand, she plunged it into the centre of the butter chunks, but the butter simply broke apart. It seemed to be still too cold, and refused to loosen. Even once it began to grow softer, it would cling to the edges of the tulip-shaped wire, making its way inside, so that there was barely any butter left inside the bowl. Rika felt her forearms growing heavy, as if waterlogged. After darting a succession of glances at Rika wielding the whisk, Shinoi sighed. He stood up as if he’d been waiting to do so all along, and came over to stand behind her. Rika felt her body tense up at their proximity.

‘That whisking technique is no good. It said to aerate it, right?’

‘I don’t really know what that means, though. Aerating butter? Are you quite knowledgeable about baking?’

The oven had started to warm up. The kitchen, so chilly before, was now filled with soft air. Once again, she could smell that toffee-like smell. She wondered what had last been cooked in it. Crème caramel, perhaps?

‘It was always my job to do the bits that required physical strength.’ Saying that, he took the whisk from Rika. Their fingers brushed. She was surprised to notice that in comparison with his, her own skin – which she thought of as very rough – seemed soft and smooth.

‘So your wife and daughter were into making cakes? But why did they . . .’

. . . leave their cake-making stuff behind in your kitchen then? Rika was on the verge of asking, but stopped herself. There was plenty of baking equipment here, but not much else in the way of general cooking implements. She shouldn’t intrude any further. Maybe the two of them had actually died, and Shinoi had been lying to cover up his grief.

Ignoring her half-finished question, Shinoi grasped the bowl with his large hand and gripped the handle of the whisk at a different angle to how Rika had been holding it. Now all the buttercup-yellow fragments filling up the whisk’s tulip were propelled outside. Not allowing the whisk to strike the side of the bowl, Shinoi summoned a gentle breeze as he carried on blending the ingredients. Rika took the opportunity to remove her coat, which she no longer needed. Draping it across the back of a chair in the living room, which was beginning to warm up, she turned around to face Shinoi behind the counter. Looking at him from here he seemed far away. She felt the depth of the rift that opened up between the person cooking and the person not. When she re-entered the kitchen, he began issuing her with instructions.

‘Add in the sugar in three equal parts.’

She tilted the paper towel, letting a single stream of light rain down on the butter, which was gradually taking on the texture of cream, losing its yellow tint and becoming mostly white. Feeling that the slightest word might hurt Shinoi in untold ways, Rika said nothing. Directly in her line of sight, his shoulders moved busily.

‘They don’t make cakes any more. Either of them.’

A light film of sweat now shone on Shinoi’s forehead. When all the sugar had been added into the bowl, Rika let her hands hang down by her sides and looked at him.

‘When my daughter entered middle school, she began dieting. Apparently she was being bullied for being big. From my perspective, it was just a bit of puppy fat, hardly anything to worry about. I thought it was just kids being kids, and didn’t take it very seriously. I didn’t listen properly to what my wife and my daughter said. I was busy with work, and I guess I was insensitive. Gradually we stopped being able to talk to each other properly. I didn’t really notice anything was wrong until my daughter developed an eating disorder and had to take time off school. By the time they left, cake-making was a topic we all avoided.’

It was hard to know from Shinoi’s age when the last time was they might have been here together as a family. Rika felt that any words of consolation she might have offered at this point would feel trite.

How old was his daughter now? Where was she and what was she doing? Was she happy with how she looked? Had she developed the strength to brush off the demands of the people around her, whose blade-like nature Rika herself had experienced only recently?

‘It should be okay now, so give it a go.’

Shinoi passed the bowl and the whisk back to Rika but remained standing beside her, perhaps still concerned about her messing it up. Now, as she moved the whisk, she let out a little noise. It was so much lighter. It wasn’t simply soft, coming away willingly from the whisk – the butter was fluffy and white, light as a cloud. This was a totally new guise for butter to take.

‘There’s something I’ve always wanted to ask you. Why do you pass on your tip-offs to me? Of course I’m grateful for them. I truly appreciate it. I have a lot of respect for you as a person. But I do sometimes feel anxious about the whole situation, because I’m not in a position to be able to give you anything back. I know this might sound rude, but sometimes I wonder if I’m exploiting my own femininity. If something might be expected of me, at some point, to pay you back. I know that’s a terrible thing to say.’ Rika did her best not to look at him. Shinoi poured glugs of brightly coloured beaten egg into the bright white buttercream Rika was whipping.

‘It’ll separate if you stop, so carry on.’ It took her a few seconds to figure out that he was talking about the mixture.

‘No, that’s not what my intentions are. I’ve not . . . there’s been none of that sort of thing in my life for almost five years now. If I’ve misled you in some way then I apologise.’

Rika assiduously mixed in the thin dribbles of egg that Shinoi poured into the mixture, trying as best as she could to retain the air that he’d integrated. The yellow and the white came together to form a beautiful hue.

‘This is probably a crass way of putting it, but I think I wanted to do something for someone, and experience their gratitude. I guess I was missing that, in my life. I’m just your typical old dude wanting to pat themselves on the back. Of all the weekly magazine journalists I know, you seemed to me the most honest and trustworthy. At the same time, you also struck me as someone who was bad at lying and would therefore find it difficult to form a relationship with sources.’

Confronted by this evidence of her own excessive self-consciousness, Rika felt her stomach boil over, but the feeling soon died down, and the cold tension she’d been carrying melted away too. She knew that from now on, she would find it easier to be around Shinoi. The eggs, butter and sugar combined gently to create a soft mountain. Rika was about to add in the flour with the rubber spatula, but Shinoi stopped her.

‘This part is tricky, so you’d better watch me do it first.’

Rika found it funny to see this side of him, but she decided to trust him. When he took the spatula, their fingers brushed together again, but this time she didn’t think anything of it.

‘It seems like you’re good at cooking, and yet you don’t. It’s a waste.’

Shinoi cut through the mixture with the spatula and went about mixing the dough choppily. The flour and the yellow buttercream took it in turns to hide behind one other, giving the insides of the bowl a chaotic appearance. She suddenly felt concerned about the grey tinge of his skin.

‘If it’s just for myself, I really can’t be bothered to cook good, healthy food. There’s not much point in making sure I live to a grand old age, anyway.’

Saying this, he held out the bowl towards her. Inside, the shiny mixture rose up in a nicely rounded little mound. To save the bother of looking for a grater, Rika had used the back of a knife to remove the zest of the lemon, which she now added into the dough. She poured the mixture into the cake tin, and dropped the heavy tin on the counter to get rid of any excess air. Finally, she cut a slit in the top with a knife, put the tin on a baking sheet, and opened the oven to slide it in. A blast of hot air struck her cheeks, and she marvelled at the flames burning in the darkness. She set the timer for fifty minutes, shut the door of the oven and let out a small sigh. Then she went towards the washing-up.

‘I think not taking care of yourself properly is a form of violence.’

Shinoi had returned to the table and was gazing at his computer screen as if he were uninvolved in the discussion, but Rika went on.

‘Treating yourself badly is a way of directing your anger at someone. I myself . . .’

But she couldn’t say it. Right now, she couldn’t say it. She kept her eyes fixed on the foam oozing out of the washing-up sponge. Could it be true that, quite unconsciously, she’d been hurting people? That by living her life the way she had, she’d been hurting her mother, Mizushima, Reiko and Makoto, just like her father had once done to her? By treating himself badly, he had accused the people around him.

When it came to cleanliness, this apartment in which she now stood and her father’s Mitaka place were worlds apart, but in atmosphere they closely resembled one another. Both were former family homes that had become ruins. She didn’t hate Shinoi’s apartment, but she wouldn’t have wanted to be here for long. It wouldn’t take much time, she sensed, for her fifteen-year-old self to come flooding back to her.

Now Shinoi spoke in an emotionless tone, different from before, ‘You’re saying that even a man with not a single person in his life who cares about him has an obligation to take care of himself properly? That’s a pretty exacting view.’

Rika dried off the bowls and other cooking implements and returned them to their original positions, then wiped down the counter and left the kitchen. Putting on her coat, she sat down opposite Shinoi. A sweet smell drifted over to her from the oven.

‘I would argue that even thinking that way is a form of wordless violence. Refusing to look after yourself because there’s nobody around to care about you is a form of violence towards somebody. To my eyes, you’re not living a reckless sort of life, but if you truly don’t care what becomes of you, then that’s really sad. Won’t that wind up hurting your daughter eventually, even if she doesn’t know about it now? I believe that Kajii’s victims could have been happy without a woman, if she hadn’t been around. Even if there was nobody to care for them, they could have cared for themselves. Or they could have looked for help. That’s not that difficult a thing to do. I think that maybe, as a journalist, that’s the thing I most want to say.’

Shinoi dropped his eyes to his computer, saying nothing. Rika wasn’t sure if her words were reaching him, and even if they were, she wasn’t confident about what she was saying. After a while she rested her head on the table and shut her eyes.

As she was shaken gently awake, she realised the oven timer was going off. The room was filled with the heady smell of the cake.

‘Have a look.’

Peering into the open oven, Rika let out a yelp. The copper-coloured dough had risen up over the top of the tin to create a mountain range whose central rift offered a peek of its golden insides. With a towel-wrapped hand, Shinoi pulled out the baking sheet. The sweetly flavoured heat fanned at Rika’s fringe.

‘It’s amazing that it’s risen so well with just four ingredients. It’s all thanks to your whipping.’

So this was the kind of wall that Kajii had been talking about, Rika thought. They didn’t have to be made of hard bricks and cold concrete. They could be made of sweet, soft dough – and still offer protection.

She removed the cake as quickly as she could from the tin, for fear of burning herself. Placing the freshly baked quatre quarts on a piece of aluminium foil, she quickly cut it into ten even slices. Seeing the bright yellow of its inside and the steam rising up from within, her cheeks flushed in pleasure. She wrapped two slices in aluminium foil and held them out to Shinoi.

‘I know it’s not much, but this is for you. I’ve got to go and take the rest to somebody while it’s still warm. It’s all part of the agreement with Kajii.’

‘Your boyfriend?’

Rika nodded. Shinoi waved his hand as if to say go. Something about the gesture gave Rika to understand that this man was still a father. She wrapped up the rest of the cake loosely so as to keep in the warm air. The bundle felt soft, like a baby. She washed up the still-warm baking tin, knife and baking tray, and dried them off with paper towels. She opened the oven and checked that it was properly turned off.

‘Are you leaving now too?’

Rika didn’t want to leave Shinoi alone in this room, suffused with its sweet smell.

‘I need to do a couple of things before I go, and I want to air the place a bit too. You go ahead, before the cake gets cold.’

Rika left the apartment, turning back several times to glance behind her. The sight of Shinoi’s profile getting narrower through the crack in the door made her chest feel tight.

Outside the apartment block, she broke into a run. The cold didn’t make her flinch as it had before. On reaching the main road, she hailed a cab, and got to the office having only just exceeded the starting fare. She hadn’t come to the seventh floor, where the books department was, since her initial training. It was well past 1 a.m., yet there were still a few people dotted around the office. Spotting Makoto poring over some proofs with a serious expression, she caught his eye, and nodded towards the kitchen, indicating for him to come. He had a cold, aged look that unsettled her.

‘What is it?’

His expression as he came in hunched to the chaotic office kitchen was one of confusion. Remembering the night of the pasta, her resolve flickered, but she knew she had to get him to eat the cake as soon as possible. She didn’t care if he thought the gesture too much, too domestic – he had to eat it before it cooled. She created a space on the trolley piled with shop-bought biscuits and cakes, set the quatre quarts down, and spoke quickly to cover her embarrassment.

‘I baked a cake. At my friend’s house, who lives just over there. It’s just come out of the oven, and I wanted you to taste it while it’s warm. Valentine’s Day’s just round the corner after all. I’m begging you, please don’t overthink this. I just wanted one time to do something like this, that’s all.’

She washed her hands and unwrapped the foil. A burst of sweet steam rose into the room. Hesitantly, Makoto reached for a piece and lifted it to his mouth.

‘Mm, it’s warm,’ he said, and then began chewing, his expression somehow troubled. His hair looked more bouffant than last time she’d seen him, and he had stubble on his chin.

‘I always thought that I’d be imposing on you if I did something like this, but I think that, on reflection, that’s exactly what’s been lacking. I’ve started to realise that nothing ever happens if you don’t impose on people.’

After a little while, Makoto reached out for another slice. It was all thanks to Shinoi, Rika thought, that it had turned out a success.

‘I’ve never had cake fresh out of the oven before.’ Makoto’s breath was sweet and hot. His voice sounded better lubricated than before.

‘Or actually, that’s not true. Maybe once, at a friend’s house in primary school. His mother baked madeleines. They were still warm, and they tasted different to anything I’d eaten before, I was amazed. When my mum came home from work I said I wanted to eat them again, and she looked really sad. I told myself then that I’d never again ask her to make me food. This has the same smell as those madeleines did. Fresh, and sweet, and sour.’

‘It’s the lemon zest. It’s not “the taste of authentic home cooking” or anything – it’s just lemon zest. Your mum didn’t have the time, and that’s okay. Doing this takes time. It’s not about affection, I’ve realised – it’s just about time. You don’t realise that until you do it.’

Rika knew that she’d succeeded in her mission because she’d acted quickly and decisively. If she’d hesitated about taking up Shinoi’s offer, she couldn’t have done it. If she could hone her powers of decision-making about the rest of her life choices, was it possible that she’d find the time to cook, and read, and bake quatre quarts for fun at the end of the working day? Maybe that was the kind of wall that Kajii was talking about.

‘Do you want to meet my mum sometime? I feel like you and her would get along.’

Rika nodded. She’d been avoiding this for so long. If it ever got out that both the ramen evening and this cake-baking experiment were carried out at Kajii’s instruction, would Makoto be hurt? she wondered.

‘Why did you leave, the other night?’

In the time it took her to comprehend his words, Rika polished off two slices of the still-warm cake.

That other night, getting back freezing cold from the ramen restaurant, she had been so relieved by her full belly and the warmth of the bed and Makoto’s smell that she’d immediately fallen into a deep sleep. When she woke up in the morning, there was no sign of Makoto next to her, as he’d warned her there wouldn’t be – only a note on the bedside table. She’d been convinced he hadn’t noticed her escaping.

‘I had a real craving for ramen. I couldn’t resist.’

‘That stomach of yours really leads you around, eh?’ he said in disbelief, but there was a new note of sweetness and kindness to his voice. ‘Don’t just disappear like that without saying anything again. It made me worried.’

Now he reached for her wrist, pulled her close to him and kissed her. It came to her then that on that night, their lips hadn’t touched. Now, their chapped lips made a funny rustling noise as they brushed together. Both their tongues tasted of lemon zest and butter.

Tokyo had seen its first snowfall of the year, and the toes of Rika’s leather shoes got wet on the way to the Detention House. For the moment the snow was mixed with sleet and seemed unlikely to settle, but she resolved to dig out her wellies that evening. Listening to Kajii, her attention kept being drawn to her soggy toes inside her shoes. Kajii was wearing a baggy ribbed sweater over a shirt, covering up the outline of her body that was usually on display. The tip of her nose was faintly red.

‘His mother is like mine, then. Neglecting the household in the name of self-expression, and depriving her children of sufficient affection as a result. That murder case in Shinonome amounts to the same thing. It only happened because the mother insisted on having her own way.’

‘The desire to express themselves isn’t the only reason that people go out to work, though. That woman, for one, was under a lot of financial pressure.’

‘That doesn’t mean you should sacrifice your children! Both your mother and his could have gone out to matchmaking parties and found someone to remarry. Why did they try to make it work all by themselves? I can’t think of any reason for doing that other than being enamoured with themselves. That someone should reach adulthood without tasting a freshly baked cake is a misfortune of irredeemable proportions!’

‘How come you knew the taste, then, when your mother didn’t bake for you?’

‘My father was interested in cooking, and was a big influence on us, so from primary school on my sister and I used to bake cakes ourselves. My paternal grandmother – she’s dead now, but she used to make us fresh doughnuts and ohagi. She was a beautiful, domestic woman, with a great talent for supporting men. My aim is to become like her.’

‘Do you still want to have children?’

At this unexpected question, Kajii’s eyes began to glisten.

‘I do. The ultimate happiness for women is to find their soulmate, raise his children, and make delicious food. And to do so is to make a contribution to society.’

This wasn’t far off the sort of things Reiko came out with, Rika thought. Kajii was trying to sever her ties with the past and change the present, as a way of obtaining the childhood she had never had – and doing so all alone. Even in her current situation, Kajii still hadn’t given up on the idea of children. Her way of going about things might seem conservative, but in fact, it spoke more of a lack of expectations placed on the opposite sex.

‘If I’m going to do an interview with you, I want to speak about my childhood. For that to happen, you need to know more about the place where I grew up. Don’t you think?’

Rika had, of course, thought about this before. She’d only taken paid leave from the company once since joining, to attend her grandmother’s funeral, but now, with the possibility of an exclusive interview on the horizon, she might be able to take a few days off if she had a word with the editorial desk. She knew Yasudamachi in Agano was a peaceful village filled with dairy farms, forty minutes by car from Niigata Station and home to the factory for a well-known yoghurt brand.

‘Yes, you must go and visit the house I grew up in.’

Rika hadn’t predicted that Kajii herself would suggest the trip, though. If she went, she had been thinking, it would be of her own volition.

‘My mother and sister live there by themselves. My mother is unwell and can’t go out much, and she’s pretty frosty towards journalists, but my sister is on my side. I’ve spoken of you to her, so she’ll treat you kindly. I’ll give you her contact details, and you can let her know when you expect to be there.’

Kajii’s sister had got divorced and returned to her hometown after Kajii’s arrest. It was unexpected, then, to hear that the two were on good terms after the sister had ostensibly had her life turned upside down by Kajii’s actions.

‘To be frank, I always thought you’d severed your ties with your hometown. I got that feeling when I went to eat the ramen.’

‘Your way of thinking about and doing things is always so painful to behold. Severing ties, and so on. It’s as if every day is a war. It’s only a bowl of ramen! However many times I tell you this it doesn’t seem to get through, so I’ll make it very clear for you. My life up until coming here wasn’t the teeth-grinding ordeal that you think it was. It was fun, easy, frivolous. I was on my own because I was too busy having love affairs and eating delicious food to need that cloying type of friendship where you go to the toilet together and dab away each other’s tears and all that nonsense. With the support of my men, I could remain a princess.’

They were on the verge of being washed away by Kajii’s relaxed tone, but with a struggle Rika brought back her memories of Yasukuni-dōri at dawn, as glimpsed from the ramen restaurant, and of the night she’d used up all that physical energy making the cake. Even now, the joints of her arms were faintly aching.

When they heard that someone was full-figured and liked cooking and eating, most men imagined someone quiet and domestic. Someone whose interior life would not surpass their own. But did that reasoning really hold up?

Eating was ultimately an individual and egoistic compulsion, Rika was starting to realise. A gourmand was ultimately a seeker of the truth. You could wrap up their mission in all kinds of fancy language, but they were simply confronting their desires day in and day out. As you learned to cook, you became increasingly able to shut out the outside world and create a fortress within your own spirit. You hunted down your prey, using fire and blades to fashion them into the form you desired. Reading Kajii’s blog posts, she’d been struck by her intense stoicism. It took a deathly earnestness to remain faithful to her desires at all times.

Mothers around the world didn’t put in the work of coming up with and then cooking the day’s menu because those foods were what they themselves wanted to eat, but because they were thinking of their family. From a certain moment on, Kajii had started making the food she wanted to eat when she wanted to eat it. She no longer heeded the physical condition or the palates of the men she was with. That was why her food had the wild deliciousness of something attained through black magic. She could enjoy the act of cooking because it didn’t pain her in any way.

That was something that her victims failed to notice, Rika thought. Taking her cooking as an expression of her affection towards them, they’d happily eaten it. Wasn’t the same true of Makoto? She’d made him a single bowl of pasta and he’d mistakenly assumed she was forcing her affection on him, hinting she wanted to get married, and rejected her as a result. But that was pasta Rika had made for her own sake. That was why it’d tasted so good.

Kajii’s tone seemed unusually soft.

‘I don’t like my mother very much, but I’m close to my sister. She has always been a bit of a basket case who could never do anything unless I was around. Besides, there are so many delicious local delicacies where I’m from. I would love for you to try them. If you can, I’d like you to visit my father’s grave. It must be totally buried in snow at the moment . . .’

A warm loyalty coursed through her words like a pulse.

‘If you do visit, I think you’ll understand why I love butter the way that I do. Wrap up warm when you go – it’s called the Snow Country for a reason. Niigata in February is bitingly cold. It’s not like Tokyo, where everyone loses their minds at the first dusting of snow.’

The convicted serial killer, sending a journalist to her native Snow Country when the cold was at its most bitter, now flashed Rika a kind, maternal smile.





Chapter Seven

The slender ankles in front of her looked like they could easily have been snapped in two – like breaking a piece of meringue – if someone were so minded.

Rika was sitting on the lower level of the two-storey Max Toki 314. Outside the train window, the platform was exactly at eye-level. She couldn’t take her eyes off those slim legs with no face attached to them, just ten centimetres in front of her, separated by a single pane of glass. The slender ankles shrouded in high-denier tights and the toes in their ballet pumps turned anxiously to the left and then the right, and Rika imagined their owner standing with a ticket in her hand, unsure of where to go. Perhaps the lack of information about the legs compounded her attraction. She tried on all kinds of possibilities for what kind of face, what kind of torso they might belong to. This desire to encircle her thumb and index fingers around their short circumference – did she feel that way because they represented something she herself didn’t have? Finally, having apparently identified their destination, the ankles vanished from the pane of glass in front of Rika. She watched them go with a lingering disappointment.

Rika looked down at her own footwear, beyond the thick denim cladding her legs. Heeding Kajii’s warnings, she had been checking the Niigata weather forecast regularly, and had come in men’s waterproof boots that stretched up to her knees. Given the girth of her legs, she looked altogether like a strong, sturdy man.

Although she hadn’t informed her colleagues at the Shūmei Weekly of her destination, she had obtained permission from the chief editor and the desk team to go away for three nights to conduct some preliminary research. When she’d told them that Manako Kajii had promised her an exclusive interview, they’d practically fallen from their seats, and said that she didn’t have to scrimp on the budget. Kitamura had been concerned that the world was getting bored of Kajii, but their reaction suggested she was still deemed a topic worthy of the front page.

‘Get you, Machida! This could actually win us some new female readers. I know she’s said she won’t touch on the facts of her case, but you’ve formed a relationship with her where she’ll speak about her personal life and her love affairs, right? So all that weight you’ve put on in the last few months is because of this, eh? I get it now. You’ve got guts! I’m impressed.’

These words from the person whom she reported to directly at the desk had irritated her. But he would be the one to write up Rika’s interview. Maybe she should feel grateful that he’d understood her intention in exploring Kajii’s personality and way of seeing the world, as opposed to scandalous anecdotes or the overarching truth of the case.

Pulling the tab on the top of her can of whisky and water, Rika felt a sense of liberation she hadn’t experienced for a long time. Tomorrow, she was due to visit the Yasudamachi house Kajii had grown up in, but until then she was free. Just the thought of spending two hours by herself on the train made her heart expand joyfully.

The bullet train bound for Niigata slowly began to move. Watching Tokyo with its indigo-stained buildings receding, Rika checked there was no one in the seat behind her and made to recline her seat – and that was when it happened.

‘Sorry I’m so late!’

Looking down at the floor, Rika started. It was those tights, those ballet shoes from before. All at once, she realised that those ankles belonged to none other than Reiko. A surprisingly heavily laden Reiko – in addition to a wheelie suitcase, she had a Boston bag slung over her right shoulder. Rika would have thought that with her years working in PR taking all those business trips she would have been used to travelling light. With her make-up-free face swaddled in a tartan scarf, there was something childlike about her appearance.

‘Are you sure it’s not a nuisance, me tagging along?’

‘No, I’m really happy you’re here. It’s been ages! How long, since I last saw you?’ Rika’s thoughts couldn’t keep pace with the situation, and her voice grew squeaky.

Reiko uncoiled her scarf, and removed her arms from her coat sleeves. Rika noticed the scent of fabric softener wafting over to her, a smell that she was not used to on the people around her. Who in their right mind would find this woman’s presence a nuisance? Who could have sent her away?

‘Apparently it’s really cold up there. Snowing and everything. Will you be okay dressed so lightly?’ As she spoke, she took care with her intonation so as not to make Reiko feel like her presence was a burden.

‘It’s okay. I might not show it, but I’m a Kanazawa girl at heart! I’ve brought boots for walking in. I’m sure I’m way more resilient to the cold than you are. I’ve got plenty of warm clothes in here too.’

Wheeling her suitcase close, she lifted it into the overhead rack together with her Boston bag, then sat down beside Rika. The carriage was almost empty. Rika looked down at hers and Reiko’s feet – hers in boots, Reiko’s in pumps. They looked exactly like those of a man and a woman. Through Reiko’s blue sweater Rika could see the ridges of her bones. Perhaps Rika only felt this way because her own had expanded, but Reiko’s body seemed to her worryingly delicate, her skin as white and transparent as paper.

The previous night, when she’d sent Reiko a message saying that she was going to Niigata for the Kajii story, and that she’d bring her back a present, she saw the word ‘Read’ flash up next to it immediately, and then, for the first time in what felt like ages, a reply came from her friend. I want to come! What time is your train? Let me have your seat number and the name of your hotel. I’ll change the reservations.

The reply had left Rika flustered. Her research trip was, of course, supposed to be secret. She’d sent Reiko the details, feeling doubtful all the while. A part of her felt that her friend accompanying her would present problems, but she heard nothing more from her, which made it hard to write and tell her not to come. She’d wanted to believe that Reiko’s response had been a joke. The Reiko now sitting in front of her seemed, in a way, like a person from a dream. It wasn’t just the ethereal aspect to her appearance, either – she felt that even if she reached out a hand, she wouldn’t be able to touch her friend.

‘Is Ryōsuke okay with it?’

‘Yep. I told him I was coming with you and he seemed fine about it – he just told me to have a good time. I made some business cards on my computer yesterday, just in case.’

Looking at the simple card that Reiko handed her, Rika widened her eyes in shock.

‘What’s this? “Freelance photographer”?’

‘Yeah, I thought it’d be a good idea if I masqueraded as a photographer so I can come with you to Kajii’s house.’

‘You’re kidding, right?’

Rika tried to laugh it off, but Reiko spoke with total composure.

‘I’ve got a professional-looking camera that I used in my old job. If they insist it must be you alone, then I’ll do some solo sightseeing in Niigata. Can I accompany you for whatever bits I’m able?’

‘I’m not sure . . . I’ve not told either my boss or Kajii’s sister that you’re coming.’

‘Listen, Rika. I’m going to be straight with you – you can’t carry on like this. If you do, then for all you’ve been granted an exclusive interview, you’re just going to reinforce the image of Kajimana being dished out by the media already. It might cause a stir at first, but it won’t be the groundbreaking article you want it to be.’

Reiko’s tone was stern. Outside the window, the city where she’d been brought up slunk further and further away. The fluorescent lights overhead looked strong and harsh in their whiteness.

‘You’re in her thrall, Rika. You don’t try to see anything she hasn’t shown you. You’ve got to seek out the truth in a place that she’s not focusing on, ask her the sorts of questions that cut to the chase. You need to find a way to draw out the self that she intended not to show anyone.’

Rika tilted her head, affecting a nonplussed expression, but inside the panic was rising, together with a feeling of aggravation. The aggravation was directed not at Reiko and her frankness, but rather at herself, as Reiko had described her.

‘Have you decided where to eat tonight? It’ll be nine by the time we get there. If you’ve not sorted anywhere, how about we try this place I found? It’s inside Niigata Station, and it serves local delicacies and rice dishes, with a wide range of sake. Niigata will be freezing at night, so it’s better not to have to walk too far. I’ll make a reservation now, for about the time that we get in.’

Rika nodded equivocally. Reiko decided, and Rika went along with her decision – it had always been this way, since their student days. But it was also true that following behind Reiko meant getting to see things that she would never get to see – never even imagine – if she were alone.

‘I wonder if that place is on Kajii’s list?’

‘What list? Show me!’

Rika got out the list on which she’d noted down Kajii’s recommendations for restaurants and foods to try, and Reiko practically snatched it from her hands.

Kajii’s memories of Niigata were cut off at the age of eighteen, when she moved to Tokyo. Going by the research Rika had done online, some of the places Kajii had suggested had since closed down. She had nonetheless made detailed plans to eat whatever local delicacies she could from the list: the praline cake eaten at festivities and gatherings; the raisin and buttercream swirl pastries; the Le Lectier yōkan; butter from Sado island; the Kenshin junmai ginjō sake that had been Kajii’s father’s favourite; the buttery waffles at the chain of restaurants owned by Kajii’s local yoghurt factory; the place in the old town serving a rice bowl topped with a large cutlet; the set meal served on a tray in the restaurant that specialised in rice cooked in a traditional stove . . . As Reiko and Rika discussed various entries in the guidebook Rika had brought with her, they drew closer to the Snow Country. Their conversation from before, still unresolved, was now far behind them.

Looking out at the darkening landscape outside the window, Rika could just about make out the snow-covered mountains and fields stretching off into the distance, a hushed blue-white peacefulness that sparkled on and on. Watching the passing scenery, seemingly uninhabited by a single living creature, she felt her heart sinking, little by little, into a place of deep coldness.

Stepping onto the deserted platform, the first thing she smelled was the gentle scent of moist sand and sweet water. The next moment, she felt a grinding sensation in the bones at the back of her nose, and her thoughts grew fuzzy. This cold was of a different species to that in Tokyo. The humidity of the air lent it a softness, and there was something even comforting and soporific about it. It seemed to Rika that if her skin split open and she began bleeding, she might simply not notice. From her eyes up to her scalp, the parts of her that the air was touching quickly lost all sensation.

‘Thank goodness the restaurant’s directly linked to the station! Thanks for making the reservation.’

Her diction was slurry. Escaping the platform, they jumped onto the escalator leading up to the ticket gates. The souvenir shops were already closed, and a statue of three naked young girls stood before them, somewhat lonely looking. Looking at the plaque, Rika saw it was The Three Graces; she knew there was another version in Agano. She saw promotional banners advertising sasadango – bamboo-leaf-wrapped sweets – and sake, Niigata’s iconic products. The pair passed through the ticket gates, going up and down various flights of stairs until they arrived at the restaurant, which lay at the bottom of a long escalator.

Informing a young employee in a samue cotton jacket of their reservation, they were shown a room containing two tables separated by a screen. The restaurant’s interior was dimly lit, save for the bright spotlights on the pampas grass arrangement and the shelves lined with sake bottles. Rika ordered sake and rice, and Reiko an onigiri with salmon roe, as well as several kinds of vegetable and meat dishes unique to Niigata. Rika clinked her sake cup full of lukewarm Shimeharitsuru to Reiko’s cup of hōjicha. After the pleasurable flutter on her tongue, a calm fire kindled at the back of her chilled throat. They were brought over a mix of different kinds of rosy-seabass sashimi. The surface of its skin had been lightly scorched. On her first bite, Rika widened her eyes at the deep sweetness of the meaty flesh.

Next to appear was her bowl of rice, its shining white grains forming a mound over the rim of the bowl. Rika picked up her chopsticks and tucked in. On the other side of the table, Reiko was biting into her onigiri wrapped in dense black nori. Both of their expressions took on an ecstatic cast. Each individual grain of rice was so intensely sweet. She could sense not only the flavour of the grains on her tongue, but their shape as well. When she chewed them, the inside of her mouth loosened, and when she made to greedily absorb them and taste them, she could feel the insides of her body whirring round as if all its cogs were moving. A soft heat rose up from her solar plexus. Cutting the taste with the pumpkin pickles, pale pink millet roe, and the umeboshi brought out with the rice, she worked her way through in small mouthfuls.

Reiko murmured, ‘Humans just need rice, don’t they? Basically.’

‘There are people who say that so long as they’re drinking alcohol, they don’t need carbohydrates. I envy them, but I’m not like that at all. Excuse me, could I have a refill?’ Rika called out to the server who was stacking up the dirty plates at a nearby table.

‘You’ve really got into your food, haven’t you?’ Reiko was looking at her as she spoke.

‘I’ve put on more weight, you know. I’m now . . . wait for it . . . fifty-six kilos! It’s so cold that I don’t feel like doing any exercise. And I end up eating a lot.’ Rika’s tone was jokey, but Reiko stared back at her blankly, holding her rice ball from which she’d still taken only a single bite. The reaction didn’t make her feel ashamed. Together with her fresh bowl of rice, the server brought over a seasonal dish called noppe – vegetables and kamaboko were simmered in a light dashi, and the whole thing decorated with a sprinkling of salmon roe. As she felt the part of her that had tensed up with the cold begin to thaw in the face of that unbridled nourishing flavour, Rika sighed.

‘You know you spoke to me before about “good amounts”?’

‘Did I? Oh, you mean in cooking?’

‘The more I come to know about all the different flavours out there, the softer I seem to become on myself. I don’t really mind any more if people call me lazy or fat. I feel like I’m just going to keep going until I’m satisfied. I still feel a long way off fully understanding what the right amount is for me.’

Reiko was looking at her with a dazed expression. Just as Rika was starting to suspect that her friend was totally despairing of her, Reiko began to speak.

‘I feel envious, actually. You’ve gained confidence in yourself. You seem really good. Maybe that’s what “a good amount” is truly about. Also, I know this is going to make me sound like an interfering old woman, but they say that the ideal weight for someone of five feet five is actually sixty kilos.’

Rika spluttered. ‘What? There’s some incredible yardstick out there that says it wouldn’t be weird for me to weigh sixty kilos? I want to go by that! Why isn’t it better known about?’

‘Ha, that’s true, why isn’t it? Have a look on the home page of the Japan Medical Association. You’re right, it is ridiculous. It feels like the Japanese desire to be thin is less about beauty and more . . .’

Reiko looked down at the onigiri she was chewing on. The orbs of the cod roe were peeking out from inside like scarlet crystals. Did she see those eggs as tiny little Reikos?

‘It’s like we’re all being controlled, so that when you come across a person who’s shaken off that control you feel irritated. I’m sorry for telling you before that you should diet. Seeing you becoming softer and rounder and more relaxed made me anxious. It’s embarrassing to admit, but I felt like you were moving away from being the prince you used to be, whom I’d loved.’

Seeing Reiko casting her eyes down and her earlobes reddening, Rika felt taken aback.

‘It’s okay! Really, don’t worry about it. It’s amazing to me that you always stay so thin, when you love eating so much. Is that just your metabolism?’

‘No way! During puberty, with all the stress of everything with my parents, I put on loads of weight. It was while I was studying nutrition that I got into the habit of calculating daily calorie intakes.’

This was the first time Rika had heard any of this. She couldn’t imagine Reiko the slightest bit overweight.

‘Wow, trust you to be so in control! I’m genuinely glad that you are so beautiful. But – and I know I’m hardly one to say this, but I’ve been a bit concerned about you recently. You seem to be getting thinner and thinner. It’s like you’re reverting to being a young girl.’

As soon as these words were out of her mouth, Rika worried that she should have been more careful in her phrasing, but Reiko cocked her head in an adorable look of puzzlement.

‘Hmm, I feel like I’m eating the same amount as usual, though? Maybe it’s got harder for me to put on weight as I’ve got older. I guess now that I’m trying to get pregnant, I’ve been trying to eat healthily. I’ve cut out alcohol and luxurious foods. Nothing’s wrong, though.’

The shiokara squid went so well with the rice, drawing out its flavour and sweetness, and Rika found that in no time her second bowl of rice, too, had vanished. She set down her chopsticks.

‘What you said to me on the train before – it’s something that I’ve been thinking about. You were spot on. It’s as if, when you get involved with her, you end up becoming a part of her or something. I know it’s pathetic, but I end up only being able to see the bits she wants me to see.’

She immediately felt lighter for admitting it. She was too embarrassed to order a third helping of rice, but she felt that she could, in fact, have managed one.

‘I think women like that want to lead people like you around.’ Reiko drew the omelette closer to her. Her lips traced a shape that looked both ironic and sad, and Rika didn’t know what to take from it. With her eyes roving around, Reiko strung her words together slowly. ‘But seeing only the things you want to see means not seeing the things you don’t want to, right? Don’t you think in actual fact, she’s a weak, unconfident person? I’m sure there’s parts of you that are stronger than her.’

Rika looked hard at her friend. ‘I feel like you understand her a lot better than I do, despite never having met her.’

Reiko made to speak, but stopped herself and reached for the sake list. Rika checked the messages on her phone to find one from Makoto: Wrap up warm, and be careful you don’t catch cold! Give me a call later.

The message roused no particular emotion, and she decided to put off replying until later.

The two of them finished off their meal with Le Lectier pears dripping with delicious juice, whose flesh dissolved the moment they were inside the mouth. Then they paid up and left the restaurant, venturing out into the city of Niigata, where there’d been a big snowfall a few days previously. By the bus station, blackish snow was heaped up beside the road. Rika could sense how high the sky was, despite the darkness. Even with all the heat from the food they’d just eaten, their bodies were instantly drained of warmth. They trudged along the wet asphalt until they arrived at their hotel. The snow reflected the light spilling from restaurants and bars, shooting it up towards the night sky in beams like searchlights.

Reiko checked them in at the front desk, and they got in the small lift, still trembling with cold. Inside their room, Reiko went straight into the bathroom, hosed down the bathtub with the shower, and began to fill it. Reiko had offered her the first bath, but Rika decided to go after her friend.

When she did get in, the hot water clung to her body with velvety softness. It had only taken them a few minutes to arrive from the station, but in that time she’d grown chilled to the core, and the sensation was now so pleasurable she could have cried out in ecstasy. From the other side of the curtain, she heard Reiko brushing her teeth.

‘The bath water’s so soft and slippery. I guess that’s what everyone means when they talk about how good the water is in this part of the country. Which is why the rice and the sake are so tasty, too, I suppose,’ Rika said.

‘When you get out, don’t drain the water, okay?’ Reiko’s voice coming through the curtain was muffled. ‘Leave it in, and open the door.’

When Rika came out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around her head to keep in the moisture, Reiko, who was sitting reading on the bed in her flannel pyjamas, looked up.

‘I ordered a humidifier.’

Now that Rika looked, she could see white smoke billowing up from a humidifier placed beneath the bed. The room was warm and plentifully moist. She took comfort in the fact that she and Reiko smelled of the same shampoo. Turning on the desk light, she took out her laptop from her bag. The narrow mirror in front of her reflected the white, childlike face of the person sitting on the bed.

‘I’m going to do a bit of work before bed. Feel free to go to sleep before me. Will it be too bright for you if I keep this light on?’

‘It’s a nuisance, isn’t it, me tagging along?’

Rika had turned off the lights in the room and was tapping at the keys when she heard Reiko’s voice again.

‘Me and Ryōsuke, we don’t – we haven’t done it for ages.’

Rika felt a pang of relief that she could have this conversation without needing to look at her friend. ‘Since you fought about the treatment?’ she ventured cautiously, keeping her eyes from the mirror.

‘No . . . since way before then.’

She realised that the revelation did not surprise her. For a while she had been vaguely aware – no, if she was honest, it had been a robust awareness. Had it started that time she’d been to their house? No, it predated that. Maybe Rika’s awareness of this aspect of her friend went back to before she’d even met Ryōsuke. Reiko went on, as though something in her were spilling over.

‘Since I quit my job, the year before last. Up until that point we’d both been making an effort, but I think when I packed everything else in and decided to focus my energies on having a child, he felt a sense of pressure. Which is why it’s all useless – going to the clinic, and taking the Chinese herbal medicine, and everything. I thought that if I gave it my best shot then he’d eventually feel like doing the same. But the more obsessed I became with it the more he . . . I don’t know. I think I felt like if we pretended that we were having sex then we really would start to have it. If I could have people believe my lies then they’d become true. I’m hardly one to fault Kajii’s compulsive lying. For Ryōsuke, it all seemed to become this burden. The tension just grew between us. Suddenly it struck me how ridiculous it all was, and I stopped going to the Suidōbashi clinic. Stopped everything.’

‘Ah, really,’ Rika said with a sigh. It was all that she could say. The powerful sense of pity now rising up in her chest would only hurt her friend if she expressed it.

‘It seems that ever since I gave up my work, my desire to have children has been oppressive to Ryō. We talked about it a lot. I know it sounds like we had communication problems, but that’s not true. Do you think he’s just a bad husband? That it’s a form of abuse? Is it me, am I a bad wife? This stuff aside, everything between us is going very well. Truly. Although I’ve no way of proving that to a third party.’

Reiko let out a little laugh. Her breathing sounded as if she might be crying, and her voice gradually grew quieter.

‘I don’t really like talking about this, but I’ve never been a big fan of all that . . . stuff. Initiating it myself, or having the other person initiate it – either way. Ryōsuke is the only man I’ve met who I can talk to without clamming up. When you think that, however hard I try, I can’t even put my own husband in the mood, Kajii’s really something. Having that many people besotted with her . . .’

Even Reiko, who had railed so hard against society’s double standards when it came to men and women – it had even got to her, in the end. The ceiling in the hotel room suddenly felt low. The same kind of pressure the victims of this case had endured was now pushing down on her best friend – on Reiko, who had always been so good at managing herself, at driving things forward.

‘It’s just like you said. I shouldn’t have given up a job that I liked so readily. I was in such a fluster that I didn’t take your words on board. I was really stupid.’

Reiko was crying. Rika could tell, even without looking.

‘I’m running out of time. I’m only getting older, and I can’t change anything about my situation. Manako Kajii’s not given up hope of getting married and having kids, despite being in prison for life. I see that and wonder how it’s possible to feel such optimism, when I’m this panicked. I’m sorry for tagging along. I just didn’t want to be in that house waiting for him any longer. I had no intention of getting in the way of your work. I’ll stay behind tomorrow.’

‘You should – you need to . . .’ Take it a bit easy, relax, don’t blame yourself – all the phrases Rika could think of didn’t have any meaning. Why had she grown so scared of drawing close to her best friend? It was just that she was desperate not to lose her. Rika stood up, went over to Reiko’s bed and hugged her. Burying her face in her hair, she smelled a rich, sweet smell that made Reiko’s words from before seem like a dream.

‘Thanks for ordering the humidifier, and thinking to leave the bath water in. If I was here by myself my throat would most likely have got all dry and hoarse. The person who gets to live with you doesn’t know how lucky they are.’

How very delicate she was. She couldn’t say it to Reiko, but hugging her now, her body felt so fragile that the idea of it giving life to another being seemed almost unthinkable. She could feel Reiko’s breathing through the duvet. For a while they stayed hugging, until Reiko said, ‘You’re so heavy!’ and Rika said, ‘And you’re so mean!’ and the two of them laughed.

The next morning when Rika woke, there was no sign of Reiko. On the table was a handwritten note: Gone for breakfast! R

Rika arranged her hair and put on some make-up, then sat on the toilet lid as she brushed her teeth. Scrolling through her inbox and the internet news, she saw an email from Kitamura, with the subject line ‘Can I talk to you about something?’ It was rare for him to be in touch, but she decided to leave it for the moment. She made a quick call, then left the room.

In the ground-floor restaurant she found Reiko, polished as ever, sipping her coffee among a sea of single men who were no doubt travelling for work. Rika watched with a feeling of pride as they flicked glances at Reiko’s lowered eyelashes and glossy hair. The 1,200-yen buffet breakfast appeared at first to be a standard spread, but on closer inspection, Rika found an ample assortment of things to eat with the rice in the cooker, sparkling in the morning sunlight. Sitting opposite Reiko and taking her first mouthful, sensing its sweetness and fragrance, Rika’s shoulders trembled in pleasure. The rolled omelette was made with plenty of sugar, and was nicely browned on the outside.

As Rika was standing up to fetch seconds, she said to Reiko, ‘I want you to come with me today. I checked with the Kajii house if it was okay to bring a photographer and they said yes.’

‘No, forget about that. I wasn’t thinking straight when I suggested it.’

‘Come! I’ll notice things if I’m there with you that I wouldn’t otherwise – all the things about Kajii that I haven’t been able to register so far. I’m asking you now as a journalist. This is my assignment, and if I say you can come then you can.’

Reiko nodded. Her eyes looked faintly red.

‘I’ll go and get my camera,’ she said and stood up to leave. After her second bowl of rice, Rika took out her phone and called a taxi.

When the two friends emerged from the hotel entrance several minutes later, a well-built taxi driver in his fifties was standing by his car. Slivers of blue sky poked out temptingly from between gaps in the clouds.

‘You’re visitors here, yes?’ the driver said when they told him their destination, looking at them in the rear-view mirror with an enquiring gaze. ‘You know there’s nothing to see in Agano at this time of the year?’

Beyond the windscreen, the black asphalt twinkled wetly from between the banks of snow.

‘It’s amazing that the roads are so well-cleared after such a big snowfall,’ Rika said, promptly changing the subject.

The driver replied, ‘You know that there’s snow-melting pipes in the roads? They sprinkle water from beneath.’

Even when she pressed her cheek to the glass she couldn’t get a great view, but there did appear to be tiny holes lining the middle of the road, from which water spurted out. Rika hadn’t slept well the previous night, and her eyes grew heavy as she stared out of the window.

She woke up to hear Reiko whispering, ‘Hey, that’s Kajii’s middle school, right?’

The scenery had transformed to snow-blanketed fields and mountains. Rika’s mouth felt parched, and her shoulders hurt. The school Reiko had been speaking of was now far behind them. A way off in the distance, Rika could see a huge fairground wheel and the coiled silhouette of a rollercoaster.

‘What’s that theme park over there?’

The driver’s response came immediately. ‘That’s Suntopia World. I believe it’s closed between December and mid-March, though.’

The taxi pulled up outside a triangular clump of houses surrounded on all three sides by paddy fields. No sooner had they paid the fare of almost 10,000 yen and stepped out than Rika let out a squeal.

‘I’d describe it less as cold, and more just painful. I feel like my blood vessels are going to freeze up and burst.’

It would have made sense to her if her ears and nose had dropped off and fallen to her feet, leaving red stains on the dirt track below.

‘You Tokyoites, you’re all wimps,’ Reiko said, but her cheeks were a vivid red, and her teeth were chattering.

This was a different cold again to what they’d experienced getting off the train at Niigata Station. And there was no comparison between this and the evening that she’d been to eat ramen in Shinjuku. She understood now how Kajii had so easily torn herself from the warm bed where her lover lay and waltzed out into the night. The Tokyo cold must have been nothing to her.

The house with ‘Kajii’ on the nameplate looked about 160 square metres in size. There was an old Prius parked outside. Rika took a deep breath and looked up, determined not to miss a detail. It was a two-storey house designed for families – the kind you saw many of, even in Reiko’s part of Tokyo – and repainted a pale yellow. As Rika was staring up at the cracked layer of snow on the triangular roof above the door and thinking how it might come falling down at any moment, she heard a thump behind her – a clump of snow had fallen from the telephone wire. In the tinted-glass windows sat several aged soft toys, arranged so that they faced the street. A huge beige bear smiled out, its button-eyes wide open.

Reiko whispered in her ear, ‘It’s just a normal house! Somehow I was imagining some kind of mansion.’

The two of them took off their coats and down jackets and held them in their hands. With a gloved finger, Rika pushed the intercom button. After a while, the door was opened and a reserved-looking woman poked her head out. Rika introduced herself. Then it was Reiko’s turn.

‘I’m Reiko Sayama, the photographer. It’s a pleasure to meet you.’ With this, Reiko bowed, an almost irritatingly polite expression on her face.

‘Nice to meet you both. You’ve had such a long journey!’

Anna Shōji – maiden name Anna Kajii – looked nothing like her older sister. She had colourless lips and swollen eyes. Not many would have called her a beauty, but she was small and slim. The positioning of her mouth and nose wasn’t unlike Kajii’s, but her eyes had a lot of life in them, and it was clear, as she looked at you, that she was properly taking you in. Rika was fairly sure she’d read she was twenty-eight, but with her beige sweater, her long, checked skirt and her black hair worn in a simple ponytail, she could have passed for a student. The only clear commonality with her sister was her pale, soft-looking skin.

Asked inside, Rika and Reiko took off their shoes in the lobby and handed Anna their coats. Her gestures didn’t convey the wariness towards journalists that was common among the family members of suspected criminals. The way she held back the door and beckoned them in suggested a sense of trust.

Inside the living room, Rika felt a burst of nostalgia. The smell of the kerosene stove, she realised, reminded her of her school chapel in mid-winter. The room was spacious, and its underfloor heating made it warm, but it was very dusty. She took in its contents: a piano, long-haired shag carpet, a table and chairs, a dresser, a soft couch with lace covers, a glass table, a plasma TV. It wasn’t messy, but the carelessly stacked magazines, the jumble of soft toys, and the many plants of different heights lined up along the wall made for a creepy ambience. It would seem that, just like the elder daughter of the family, neither the mother nor the younger daughter had a talent for cleaning and organising. Next to her Reiko, who was sensitive to such things, gave a small cough.

‘My sister often mentions you in her letters, so it doesn’t feel like the first time I’m meeting you. The press barrage has died down now, and it’s a long time since anybody’s come to visit us like this.’

Anna gestured for Rika and Reiko to sit on the chairs at the table. Faded cushions had been tied to their backs. The table was covered in a vinyl cloth with a tiny flower pattern. Anna pulled a large hot-water dispenser towards her and filled the teapot with boiling water.

‘She’s always been misunderstood as a person. In a town like ours, she couldn’t help but stand out. I was about the only woman who was capable of conversing with her.’

Her tone was serious, yet there was a hint of pride in her words.

‘But the real Manako isn’t the one that the media have painted her to be. She liked taking care of others from such a young age, and as the eldest child, she’s always found it hard to say no to people. I think it’s true that the victims were in love with her, but my guess is that she was unable to turn them down, so they got the wrong end of the stick. I think it’s possible that some woman jealous of my sister killed those men and made it look like it was her.’

Anna’s small nostrils quivered as she spoke. As the chill from before receded, Rika came to realise that the room they were in was, in fact, overheated. Although now was hardly the time for it, she felt her head starting to droop sleepily.

‘Is your mother, erm . . . ?’

‘She’s asleep upstairs. I told her you were coming, but after everything she’s been through with the media, I don’t think she wanted to see you. She’s had problems with her back these past few years, and finds it difficult to walk. She’s doing okay, now that I’m living here.’

Kajii’s mother, the same generation as Rika’s own, was a loquacious type, known for being cooperative with journalists. She had seemed almost proud of the fact that her daughter was a suspected criminal, and would readily offer her opinion on the state of public education or the justice system. According to one of the journalists covering the story at the time, she was not at all like Kajii. It seemed that of the two girls, it was Anna who had inherited the mother’s characteristics.

The tea set appeared not to have been used for some time. The cups were marked with stains that had been there since goodness knows when. To accompany the green tea, they were given rice crackers wrapped in cellophane.

The piano didn’t look like it had been played in a long time, either. There was a lace cover thrown over it, and its top was cluttered with souvenirs – dolls, cheap-looking stuffed toys and ceramics. The rug beneath was visibly dusty, and everywhere you looked there were stray hairs. Yet you could also sense that a rigid order governed the space. If you moved anything, you’d be shouted at – that was the sense that the room exuded.

All of the indoor plants were dark green with visible veining, their leaves and stalks tracing long arcs. While the impression they gave was that they’d simply been left to grow, the fact that they’d retained their vivid colouration through the winter was proof that they were well tended to. And perhaps there was also an organising principle behind the stacking of the magazines and the arrangement of the toys. Rika cast her eyes to the door with its frosted glass inset. Was it possible that Kajii’s mother was in the room behind it?

She studied the blown-up photos arranged on top of the piano. Judging by their resolution, they were from quite some time ago. Two children – a young girl in baggy matching skiwear and a toddler – were standing against a background of white snow building a snow hut. The large, chubby older girl had a dignified air about her, and was looking fixedly at the camera.

‘Is this you and your sister?’

‘That’s right. My sister was in her third year of primary school then, and I was two. She always took the lead, ever since we were little.’

‘I don’t mean to be rude, but she looks very grown up for a kid in her third year of primary school.’

‘Yes, she got her first period at around this age.’

‘At nine years old? That’s really very early . . .’

Rika attempted to remember how old she herself had been, but she couldn’t retrieve the information. She could remember how her chest and her hips had remained flat as boards, and how, even into middle school, her period had stubbornly refused to come, but she hadn’t been in any particular hurry. In fact, while all around her girls were undergoing puberty and having to reckon with the difficulties that being a woman brought, it had been pleasurable to retain a body like a young boy, and act so freely. Still, she somehow felt sure that being the first to develop lay at the core of Kajii’s unerring self-confidence.

After clearing with Anna that it was okay to take photos, clarifying that they wouldn’t be published but just used as materials, Reiko took her heavy black camera out of its bag, and turned her lens on this framed memory.

‘It was around then that my mother and my sister stopped getting on so well. My mother was at a loss with how to deal with her daughter maturing so early. She’s quite active and masculine in her demeanour, and liked it when we looked like little boys. She was flustered by how girlish my sister was from a young age. My sister got fed up with this aspect of my mother, but it wasn’t a problem for her, because my father was around. She and my father were extremely close – so close that I couldn’t even feel jealous.’

As far as Rika could see, there were no pictures of either of the parents in the room. Rika had the sense that after their father had died, the pictures of them as a couple had been removed.

‘Oh, and I had a message from my sister. She told me to take you to the house of a nearby dairy farmer.’

‘A dairy farmer?’

‘His name’s Akiyama. He’s a childhood friend of ours, of sorts – he was in the same class as my sister in high school. As kids we often used to go round to his place, and once we saw a cow giving birth. It was one part of our father’s education. Shall we set out there now? It’s about five minutes’ walk away. We’ll get him to show us round the cowshed, and then on the way home we can visit my father’s grave. My sister asked that we do that too.’

Perhaps because she was relaying her sister’s instructions, Anna spoke clearly and compellingly, her delivery bright. Right away, she changed into wellies and opened the door. With firm steps, she went trudging through the snow. Rika and Reiko followed after her, trying to tread in the tracks she’d left.

Outside, every bit of Rika’s energy was consumed by withstanding the weather. Over and over, her mind returned to how much she wanted to be somewhere warm. Once again, all thought had shut down.

At last, they reached the cowshed that was positioned alongside a family house. As they approached, they heard loud, drawn-out mooing, and were met by a ripe animal smell mingled with that of soured cream cheese. The hay stacked in bales exuded a warm, spicy and sweet scent. Instructed by Anna, they put vinyl covers over their boots and stepped inside. The cows of different colours and sizes behind the fence all began mooing apprehensively. Rika’s body immediately stiffened. Whether from the warm breath of the cows or the air conditioning, the shed was surprisingly warm.

‘Hi, it’s Anna! I’ve brought some visitors from Tokyo. Rika Machida and Reiko Sayama,’ Anna called out towards the back of the shed. Hearing a loud male voice respond, Rika turned around.

‘A pleasure to meet you, I’m Akiyama. I’ve heard about you!’

If he was the same age as Kajii, that would make him thirty-five. Yet the sturdily built man before her with a pale complexion and rosy cheeks seemed of a different species to Rika’s colleagues of the same age.

‘The spot you’re standing in right now is believed to be the birthplace of Niigata’s dairy farming industry. We’ve opened up our cowshed so that visitors can get a sense of what dairy farming is really like.’

He turned and went striding along the fence through which the cows were poking their noses. Rika and Reiko followed behind.

‘The number of dairy farms like ours has been dropping off dramatically in recent years, because there’s a shortage of young people who want to take over when the elder generations retire. It’s all because the Japanese are consuming less milk. You could say the same of rice farmers too.’

Catching the gaze of one of the cows through the railings, Rika started. Its bulging eyes were pointed in different directions.

Noticing her reaction, Akiyama said, ‘Cows can do this thing where they look not in front of them but behind. They sleep with their eyes open, too.’

She watched the cow’s big wet snout twitching like a creature in its own right.

‘In order to keep producing milk, cows need to calve once a year. So we keep them permanently pregnant, through artificial insemination. Feel free to touch them, if you like.’

Rika snuck a look at Reiko’s profile, but her gaze was directed with fascination on the cows.

‘They’re so warm!’ Reiko said, running her palm along one cow’s mottled caramel back. From under its smooth-haired hide surface the outline of its backbone looked powerful enough to go ripping through its flesh at any moment.

‘Have a go at feeding them,’ Akiyama said, handing them each a handful of hay. As soon as Rika held her hand up tentatively beneath its nose, the cow bit at the strands poking through her fingers, making to pull them roughly away. Rika felt her courage recede as the fear of being bitten surfaced in her. Next to her, Reiko was calmly feeding the cows, passing over the hay little by little.

‘We choose the sperm donors from a catalogue. The key is to choose the best-looking bulls, which you can tell have a good bloodline.’

Just like with humans, Rika thought. Kajii’s view of romance, whereby men should be chosen based on their financial and social status alone, had been criticised in court, but if your objective wasn’t a communion of minds but simple reproduction, then perhaps it was a sensible way of going about things.

‘We’re planning to enter one of our cows into a beauty contest soon.’

‘There are beauty contests for cows?’ Rika asked.

‘Now you mention it, though, out of these three, this one clearly seems the prettiest,’ Reiko said, peering eagerly at the three cows standing in the pen. Rika could barely see any difference between them.

‘There are eighty cows in this shed. In a group that size, you inevitably see the emergence of a hierarchy. What we do is put them all out to graze once, and get them to determine the pecking order between themselves. It means they make allowances and maintain order between themselves. Hierarchy isn’t a bad thing. You need it, to prevent conflict.’

One of the cows let out a long moo. Its tenor sounded less anxious than before. The arrival of strangers must have set them on edge.

The tigers in The Story of Little Babaji, so set on proving they were at the top of the pecking order that they had turned into butter, had been males, for sure. She was certain it said as much in the book.

Women avoided that futile struggle if they possibly could. Wasn’t that why they subtly informed one another of their respective positions and personalities? They created an invisible system of order so as to avoid hurting one another. Silently, rules came into being. This is your territory and I’ll take care not to encroach on it – in return, don’t threaten my freedom. By gently asserting themselves in this way, they protected their place.

‘The interesting thing is that it’s not always the strongest cows who are at the top. The hierarchy is not about size, or looks.’

‘How is it decided, then?’ Reiko asked.

‘It’s hard to say – in the same way that it’s hard to say what it is that makes women admire other women. Some cows have just got that special something.’

Why was Rika so subservient when it came to Kajii? Why had Kajii got under Reiko’s skin, even though Reiko seemed to resist the fact? Why was it that Anna looked up to her sister so much? The cow that Reiko had deemed the prettiest before now pushed some hay in the direction of a black cow in the same enclosure, offering up food that could have been its own.

‘We ensure this place stays clean, and we feed and water the cows well. That’s what determines the taste of the milk. Milk starts out as part of the blood, after all.’

‘I didn’t know that. How does that red blood end up so . . .’

Could it really be that the meticulous white of butter and milk and cream was once the red liquid pumping through the body of these giant creatures? She felt as though she was starting to understand something. Everything Akiyama said seemed to stir things up inside her.

‘Would you like to try milking them?’

Akiyama slid a bucket beneath one of the cows, then held down the cow’s back legs. Rika bent over and stretched out a tentative hand towards the udder. At her touch, it dented and flopped softly towards her. At first she gripped the teat softly, but nothing came out, so she squeezed again with force. A straight white line emerged from the tip of the teat, shooting into the bucket.

Milk was originally blood. In that case, was the butter in the Babaji story actually a metaphor for all the carnage that took place under the cover of the jungle? What seemed pure, white and creamy had its origins in vivid, bloody red – was that not the essence of this whole case? A scene rose vividly to Rika’s mind: the menstrual blood that had gushed between the legs of nine-year old Manako Kajii staining crimson the pure white of Agano.

Maybe the victims hadn’t been murdered. Maybe they had all killed one another – but not in a confrontation. Hadn’t they brought about their own destruction out of the jealousy they had come to feel towards one another? She imagined them now, chasing one another in circles around Kajii, until they had met their respective ends . . .

Rika felt as though she could see a red stain diffusing through the white milk that had collected in the bucket. Something about this vision was making her tremble. The image of that spreading patch of red made it hard for her to breathe.

Then, she saw it – the ivory carpet, stained with blood.

In its very centre lay her father. It had been Rika, back when she was in middle school, who had found his body in the Mitaka apartment three days after he died. The blood had been dark, almost brown, as if it had taken on the colour of his insides before spilling out of his body. It was a scene that she’d kept locked up in the very innermost chamber of her memory – a scene she’d told herself she mustn’t remember. What had happened wasn’t her fault, and it wasn’t her mother’s fault either.

Rika swallowed and breathed in a lungful of air smelling of manure and cows’ saliva. Something was not right. Why was her thinking so disarrayed? There was no connection between her father’s death and the Kajii case. Feeling a gush of liquid between her legs, she began to tremble all over again. It was too early for her period, of that she was sure. She’d have to check in the bathroom later, see what had happened. Would she be able to use the bathroom here?

Just then it came back to her: it had been straight after her father had died that she’d got her first period.

‘What’s wrong, Rika? Are you feeling all right? You’re very pale.’

The sound of Reiko’s concerned voice tugged Rika back to reality. The cows were drinking, their noses pressed to the base of the trough. Akiyama suggested that they put the cowshed behind them.

‘In winter, because it’s this cold, the cows eat a lot, and so their milk is sweet and rich. In the summer it’s runnier and lighter in taste. You should try some fresh milk. I’ll warm some up for you. We shut our shop over the winter, so you’ll have to come to my kitchen.’

Akiyama’s home adjoined the cowshed. It had a dirt floor, which meant they could enter without taking off their shoes. In the corner of the room were bikes and a rice-polishing machine. Though not tidy, the atmosphere was different to that of the Kajii household – it was well ventilated, and there was no stuffy feeling. On the hob in the kitchen at one corner of the living space, a steaming pan was letting out a bubbling noise. A woman of Akiyama’s age, who Rika assumed was his wife, handed Rika and Reiko two warm paper cups.

‘My sister used to love the soft-serve they made here,’ Anna said, looking through the window at the shop with its snow-laden corrugated-iron roof. ‘She said it tasted like rich, creamy cheese. It’s still a bit cold for ice cream now, though.’

Rika could picture the scene – a young girl with the air of a woman about her, licking a soft-serve ice cream as she leaned on the fence, gazing at the cows. Inside Rika, a premonition began to emerge, recalling the words Reiko had said to her last night: As I went on telling lies, I started to feel as though they were becoming the truth . . .

‘Oh, this is delicious! It’s like it’s got nectar inside,’ Reiko exclaimed on her first sip. She was right – the milk tasted like sunlight spreading out across the tongue. Rika let out a sigh of satisfaction. She knew that it was just her imagination, but somehow Reiko already looked slightly softer and rounder, which made her happy.

While Reiko was busy taking photographs, Rika whispered to Akiyama, ‘I heard that you were childhood friends with Manako Kajii.’

Handing him her business card, she noticed his breathing grow shallower.

‘I’m a journalist at a weekly magazine. I think the innovations you’re making with the farm are wonderful. I’m sure there’s scope to feature it in our magazine . . . I’d like, if possible, to hear your memories of Manako Kajii, it doesn’t matter how inconsequential. Will you call me on this number? I’ll be in Niigata until 5 p.m. tomorrow.’

Hesitantly, Akiyama reached out for the card, which he secreted in the pocket of his overalls. All of a sudden the steam from the milk was no more.





Chapter Eight

With practised gestures, Anna cleared away the snow from the tombstone.

The clumps of compacted snow went sliding down the stone, breaking apart on the ground. The sparkling wet surface of the stone came into view, the deep grooves of its etched characters glinting in the afternoon sun.

This small graveyard, a fifteen-minute walk from Akiyama’s cowshed, also offered a clear glimpse of Suntopia World. The Agano landscape was composed of snow-covered rice paddies, with no buildings tall enough to block the view of the theme park. Most of the graves were heaped with snow, so that you could tell at a glance which households had been to visit their dead today. The cold air was clear and pure, yet something about its extreme transparency made it hard to breathe.

‘It’ll be frozen solid in no time, I’m sure, but this was my dad’s favourite, and my sister told me to leave it for him.’ Saying this, Anna took a big bottle of Kenshin sake from her canvas tote bag and set it down in front of the stone with a chink. She then laid the chrysanthemums she’d brought on the grave. The incense refused to light, and Rika could see the movement of Anna’s finger flicking the lighter take on signs of irritation. Even when the line of smoke began finally to rise up, it was immediately absorbed by the snow, its heady fragrance intercepted by the clear cold air.

‘It was at exactly this time of the year that he passed, back in February 2012. It was an accident. He was hunting with some neighbours, and he fell on a snowy path on Hōshu Mountain and hit his head. The only time my sister has been back since leaving for Tokyo was to attend his funeral. I mean, I saw plenty of her when I went to Tokyo, as did my father. We saw one another much more frequently than most siblings do.’

Reiko and Rika copied Anna in putting their gloved hands together in prayer, and closing their numbed eyelids. Rika could feel that the tips of her eyelashes were frozen.

After a respectful silence, the two of them opened their eyes and lowered their hands, but Anna showed no sign of moving, so Rika asked tentatively, ‘Did your parents meet and get married in Tokyo?’

At this, Anna finally opened her eyes.

‘That’s right. My mother took an office job at a small manufacturer in Shinagawa where my father was working. My mother would often boast fondly that all the women in the company loved my father, because he was knowledgeable and good at languages and behaved like a real gentleman, so everyone envied my mother when he chose her. From as far back as I can remember, my mother wasn’t at home much, and her relationship with my father was somewhat rocky, but by all accounts when they first got together my mother adored my father. She treasured those early memories, it seems.’

Anna returned her tote bag to her shoulder. Once out of the graveyard, they walked along beside the road. It felt considerably warmer than when they’d set out from the Kajiis’ house. Big patches of blue sky showed between the clouds, and the surface of the road had grown wet. The snow beneath their boots had changed from the texture of ice-pops to that of shaved ice. Rika felt the moisture oozing into her insoles.

As they retraced their steps, she asked, ‘Why did your parents come back to Agano?’

‘My father got embroiled in some trouble with a client, and grew increasingly fed up with working for a company. At around the same time, my grandfather’s health began to get worse, and they decided to move back when my sister was three.’ Rika exchanged a quick glance with Reiko.

‘Your father must have been a wonderful person. Your sister always looks so happy when she speaks of him.’

At this, Anna pouted proudly. Having little colour to them, her lips didn’t stand out, but a closer look revealed them to be surprisingly full, not unlike her sister’s. Overall, the impression she left was a childlike one, but those lips gave off the sense of passion with no place to go.

‘He was a very stylish, attractive man. He was an avid reader and film lover, and very knowledgeable about computing, even back in the early nineties. Alongside his estate agency work, he set up his own company designing websites for people. He built the homepages for the village hall here, and Akiyama’s farm, I believe. The internet enabled him to order everything that he wanted from overseas. The people around here must have sensed that he was in a different league to them. I dearly loved him, but he was so clever that the things he said often went over my head. My sister and he were very well matched in that sense. They were less like father and daughter and more like . . . Let’s say I could understand why my mother might have felt jealous.’

Anna gazed down the road into the distance as she spoke.

‘My father would often tell her, “You’re not like ordinary children.” But I never felt envious of her. We were so far apart in age, after all. I liked to see my sister and my father getting along so well.’

There was something about Anna’s unstintingly positive account of her sister that made Rika suspicious. Did she really not feel any resentment towards someone who’d wrought so much disruption upon her life? Did Anna have pastimes, or friends with whom she could share things? Rika found herself wondering. She wanted to believe that Anna had at least a sliver of a world for herself which had nothing to do with her sister.

‘This car park here used to be my grandparents’ house. My family is the landlord here.’

Saying this, she looked at the stretch of asphalt over the field. The five or six cars parked there were heaped with snow, and there was a large faded sign positioned by the road. From the letters she could make out reading ‘. . . metres ahead’ Rika surmised that it was for Suntopia World.

‘My grandfather passed away when I was in my fourth year of primary school, and my grandmother a year later. My sister was close with my grandmother, and I think her death came as a shock. I imagine that was another reason for her not returning.’

They arrived back at the Kajii house. The dustiness and the smell of the kerosene heater that came spilling out as soon as Anna opened the door already seemed like something from a long time in the past. Rika felt her body warming and relaxing. She was starting to get used to the place, she supposed.

‘Would you mind if I used your bathroom?’

It went against the code of etiquette while visiting somewhere professionally, but Rika didn’t feel she had much choice.

‘Of course. It’s just in there.’

Rika entered into the small room beyond the door in the living room that Anna indicated. There was a strong smell of air freshener. Rika pulled her trousers, tights and underwear down in the same movement, and checked for blood. Her thighs were frozen cold. There was no sign of any stain in her underwear, and she felt a rush of relief.

Returning to the living room, she found Reiko and Anna on the sofa leafing through a photo album – they looked like they could be good friends, she thought.

When Rika sat herself down alongside Reiko, she saw a plume of dust rise up, sparkling in the beam of light filtering through the gap in the curtain. From this position, Rika noticed that there was a fireplace behind the TV, filled with stacks of magazines.

‘This is my father,’ Anna said. Rika looked at the page which she was pointing at. As far as she could tell from the photograph behind its cellophane coating, he wasn’t remotely handsome. The man in the image, somewhere in his forties and standing in front of a barbecue in what must have been the garden of this house, was far shorter than she’d imagined. His narrow eyes and heavy eyelids contributed to a somewhat blank expression. His hair was set in place with so much product that it looked as though he were wearing a black cap. A different photo showed him relaxing in front of the fireplace, and in another, he appeared holding a rifle. There were pictures of him with Manako and Anna as young girls wearing expensive-looking kids’ clothing, but not a single one featured their mother, Masako. Rika squinted at the image of middle-school-aged Manako standing close beside her father, but her eyes contained only an indistinct darkness, and her mouth was a stubborn straight line. There was nothing there to point to any kind of incestuous relationship.

‘This is me in my fourth year of primary school, with my sister. For a while, the principal asked that students be accompanied by an adult on their way to and from school. My mother was busy, so my sister offered.’

Here was Manako at around seventeen in a caramel-coloured double-breasted coat, leading Anna with her school rucksack by the hand down the snow-covered road. Her stature lent her a sense of dignity, so that she fitted in to an almost alarming extent with the mothers around her. Rika found herself smiling.

‘Why did you need someone to take you to school and bring you home? You were in the fourth year by this point, no?’ Reiko asked unexpectedly, her tone sharp. Anna’s gaze stayed focused on the album.

‘My mother had started to teach a flower-arranging class in a new cultural centre in Furumachi. She got her teaching qualification when she was living in Tokyo. She got her driving licence, too, so she could drive in. She was a social person, but she didn’t fit in well with the housewives around here, so she was delighted to find a job.

Were all the plants crammed into this room left over from that era? Rika wondered. And the dried flower bouquets and wreaths strewn around – were they, also, Masako’s handiwork?

That was why my sister accompanied me . . . Oh, Mum! You’re awake. You should be resting.’

Anna pouted as she spoke, her intonation immediately growing more childish. Rika and Reiko hurriedly stood to their feet and looked in the direction of Anna’s gaze. A backlit figure stood in the gloom of the kitchen.

‘The pain’s not too bad today, so I’m fine to be up. The sekihan should be ready soon. I’ve been soaking the cowpeas for it since yesterday.’

The woman before them looked to be around sixty.

‘I’m Masako, Anna and Manako’s mother. Thank you for coming all this way.’

Her low voice had a teacher’s clear, firm tone. While Rika and Reiko introduced themselves, Masako began moving around busily, taking out bowls, arranging the chopsticks on the table.

They’d been told that she couldn’t move around much on account of her bad back, and she certainly had a pronounced stoop, but both her facial expressions and her movements seemed controlled. She must have changed clothes knowing that they had visitors, Rika thought, taking in her black woollen jumper with sequins worn over leggings. Her hair was dyed a dark brown and cut short, and her diminutive face with its sunken cheeks was almost eclipsed by a pair of spectacles with light purple frames. Her skin was dusted with white powder, and there was something about her youthfulness that made it impossible to take your eyes off her. Rika remembered that herself and Manako Kajii were only two years apart in age, yet owing to her calmness of demeanour and distinctive way of speaking, Rika had been imagining her mother as a woman in her seventies.

‘I don’t personally like sekihan that much. Please don’t feel any obligation to eat it.’ Anna’s delivery suggested her own reluctance to be put out in any way rather than any consideration of her guests’ feelings. Even when they heard the sound of running water from the kitchen, she didn’t stop flicking through the album, or show any signs of going to help. Rika had been thinking of her as the strong-willed second daughter who’d sacrificed a marriage to take care of her ailing mother and protest her sister’s innocence. But she wondered if in fact living with a parent in her hometown was simply easier than looking after her husband and their household in Tokyo, where there also happened to be a strong media presence. Was it possible that she relied quite heavily on her mother, both financially and in terms of housework? They heard the rice cooker playing a melody that announced the rice was finished.

‘Really? But you can tolerate it once in a while, can’t you? We’ve got visitors after all,’ Masako said placatingly, looking at Rika and Reiko encouragingly.

‘Oh no . . . but we wouldn’t want to . . .’ Reiko began, and was cut off by a firm voice.

‘No, you must have some. You’re hungry, no?’

Steaming plates of sekihan – red rice – and cream stew were arranged on the plastic tablecloth. The dusty interior had taken away their appetites, but Reiko and Rika both sat down at the table, voicing exaggerated compliments.

The bowls and plates were all of assorted shapes and colours, and when Rika thought that these same vessels might, decades ago, have come in contact with Manako’s saliva, she felt her throat constricting. She told herself that if she could just ingest some of this food, which Kajii herself had doubtless eaten at some point, then she would be drawing a step closer to her. Manako had said her mother was bad at cooking, but the way the rice was cooked and seasoned impressed Rika. From among the grains of mochi rice stained a faint red poked large, puffy cowpeas. When she lifted the rice to her mouth, it resisted her bite with a pleasing stickiness. The flaky insides of the cowpeas spilled out from their skins, breaking up the rich taste of the rice. The stew, on the other hand, tasted only of the cubed roux, and the carrots and potatoes didn’t even seem properly cooked.

‘Does this sekihan have a dash of soy sauce in it? It’s delicious, it’s got real body to it. The cowpeas are perfectly cooked as well. It makes me want another portion.’

Rika could see Reiko’s eyes glinting as she spoke. The fact that Reiko was thinking the same as her gave her confidence in her tastebuds’ verdict, and she shovelled the rice into her mouth.

‘Well spotted! You’re absolutely right. When I first ate at my husband’s home, around the time I moved to Niigata, I thought how delicious my mother-in-law’s sekihan was. That was about the only thing she taught me, the recipe for this.’

Masako’s pale cheeks were flushed. Rika didn’t have her pinned as a domestic type, but her tickled look after having her cooking complimented made Rika think of a new bride.

‘I’ve never been much of a cook. When we moved here, there were fewer options for eating out, and with my husband being a real foodie, he would make all kinds of demands on me. I grew quite fed up with it, and ended up relying on microwaved and pre-prepared food. The pre-prepared food in the supermarkets here is very good quality. The portions of the deep-fried meat they sell at the butcher’s are huge! I’m talking like this!’

Giggling, Masako traced a square shape with her hands.

‘At the weekend, my husband would experiment with smoking bacon on blocks of bricks in the garden, or caramelising kilos of onions at a time, or making curry from scratch. The sort of cooking that men do when it’s a hobby for them, in other words. And it’s fun, all that, because it’s an experiment, a special activity that you do when you have the time, and that you don’t mind spending money on. For me, though, it was nothing but a pain. In the week, the kids would go on at me to cook the types of dishes their father made.’

Masako frowned, the expression on her face a vivid illustration of the ‘pain’ that she’d found it to be. There was not a trace of that experimental spirit in this cramped living room. Remembering the fireplace behind the TV, Rika thought of something.

‘Did you dispose of your husband’s things after he passed away?’

‘Yes, we redecorated soon after he died. I threw away all his trophies and paintings that used to be in here.’

Now it was pointed out to her, Rika realised the room didn’t even have an altar, as was conventional for a house in which one of the family members had died.

‘Seeing his things every day would make us too sad.’ Masako lowered her eyebrows into a suitably sombre expression, but Rika could tell she was lying.

‘My sister was very angry about it,’ Anna said. ‘After the funeral, she came back to find all my father’s things gone, and the place looking entirely different. She said it was no longer the house that she knew.’

Masako said something conciliatory in response.

It was the winter of her third year of middle school. Right after she and the caretaker had found her father’s body in his flat, Rika had called her mother from a public phone box while waiting for the police and forensics team to arrive.

‘He’s dead? He’s definitely dead? Or you still don’t know?’

Rika could tell that her mother was being mindful of her feelings, yet she could still hear the trace of exhilaration in her voice. Rather than probing the possibility that he was still alive, her mother wanted to know whether it was established, beyond doubt, that there was no such chance.

‘I’ll come right away. You don’t need to do anything.’

Since finding his body, Rika hadn’t set foot in the apartment at all.

Once the post-mortem was complete and the cause of death ascertained, her mother raced into action. Her father’s family stubbornly refused to lift a finger, and so her mother organised the funeral more or less single-handedly. Even when, at the wake before the funeral, his parents and relatives had grown hysterical and effectively accused her mother of killing him, she hadn’t so much as flinched. Her mother arranged for a professional cleaning firm to visit the apartment. They cleaned the carpet stained with her father’s blood and the rooms now stained with tobacco smoke and dust, and threw away all of their family mementoes, save for a few photo albums. When the transformation was complete, the place was sold off. His bank account, together with the small sum of money left in it, were legally handed over to Rika. Rika’s mother put the money in it towards Rika’s education. She moved with speed and efficiency. She must have played out this scenario in her head several times before it happened, Rika figured. Needless to say, she had no objections to anything her mother did. She was grateful that there was no need for her ever to return to that apartment.

And yet, she couldn’t help but feel that her mother had been waiting for her father to die. The indolent lifestyle he led as a form of accusation had continued to cause her suffering.

Rika, who went once a month to visit him in Mitaka, had kept on lying to her mother, telling her that her father was doing well and enjoying living alone, but her version of events was always undermined by other people’s accounts. Various interfering women – those living in his block, and the mothers of the kids whom Rika had been to primary school with – would give her updates on what a sad, irresponsible sort of life he was living. Her mother wasn’t close with any of these women, and since the divorce they had no connection with her at all. One of them had come to her boutique and, feigning concern, had managed to elicit her mother’s new phone number, which made the rounds in no time.

The women would make comments to Rika’s mother like: ‘His eyes look hollow and I’m worried about him’, or, ‘the very idea that someone once so stylish has come to disregard his appearance completely’, or, ‘it seems as though he lives off convenience store food’. ‘He’s just past fifty but he looks way older,’ they’d say, or, ‘it’s been long enough now, why don’t you just go back to him?’

The way the women spoke, it was as if her father was an oversized baby that her mother was neglecting. Even as they affected kindness, their voices were full of envy and anger towards her mother for fleeing her father in pursuit of her own freedom, and for being now in the process of getting her life back on track. Several times Rika had observed her mother put down the receiver and sink to the floor, her hands covering her face.

‘I didn’t cook her sekihan when she got her first period, like you’re supposed to,’ Masako said quietly now. ‘She was still in her early years of primary school. It seemed so early that I was worried something was wrong with her, and I didn’t celebrate it. Is that why she’s turned out this way? I wonder. But that can’t be the reason, surely.’ Masako spoke as if trying to convince herself, and then pursed her pale purplish lips. They were very thin and perfectly straight, nothing like her daughters’.

‘My mother never cooked sekihan for me either,’ Rika said.

Reiko shook her head dramatically. ‘Me either! My parents were barely at home while I was growing up. I get the impression yours is a wonderful home, and everyone under its roof lives so well.’

‘Oh! Do you really think so?’

With these words Masako’s expression immediately relaxed. Rika understood: here was a woman starved of validation. She had been waiting for it for a long, long time, and her wishes had been continually betrayed.

‘My sister used to say that nobody seemed to care that she was the first to get her period. The teacher didn’t even congratulate her, although the kids who came first in races and who were top of the class would always be praised.’ Anna smiled as she recounted this memory. ‘“It’s so unfair that you don’t get praised for what goes on between your legs,” she used to say. “You have to publicise it yourself.”’

Stunned, Rika rested her chopsticks on the table. The rice in her mouth suddenly tasted faintly sour. There was no indication that Masako was shocked by this pronouncement. With graceful movements, she was serving Reiko a second bowlful of rice.

‘That’s typical of Manako, only ever thinking about being praised. She was forever neglecting the important things, all the effort and the preparation that go into making a thing happen. All she really liked was eating, and she got so big! I was always telling her to exercise, to cut down on sweets, but she wouldn’t listen. If she’d tried a tiny bit harder at school she could have gone to a decent university, but she quit. Such a waste.’

Holding out the bowl to Reiko, Masako smiled a little sheepishly.

‘Having you two here like this feels a little like being a mother to lots of daughters!’

It seemed as though their visit had satisfied something within Masako, and she had particularly taken to Reiko. The gaze she turned on her was brimming with affection.

‘Manako never brought female friends round, you see. Anna didn’t either, really. That was sad for me.’

The look on Anna’s face as she ate her stew gave no sense of any awareness she was being spoken of. It appeared that she really did dislike sekihan, and made no move to tuck into her portion. Masako continued speaking, her words pouring out like water released from a dam.

‘I’m not suited to staying at home, that’s the thing. I was so bored by village life. When I started working at the cultural centre and made friends with the other teachers, I felt like I’d been brought back to life. I started going to tennis and ballet on my way back from work. It was great. I used to be really sporty as a girl – not that you could tell, to look at me now. My husband didn’t like me doing all that, though. He put on a good show of being liberal, but he was nothing more than a spoiled boy brought up in provincial Niigata who wanted a stay-at-home wife. His view of women was terribly conservative. You find a lot of left-wing men his age like that.’

‘My father was the same. My parents divorced and we lived separately from him, but I know exactly what you mean. My mum and dad met in the student protests, so in theory his politics were progressive.’

At this interjection from Rika, Masako’s eyes twinkled.

‘Did your mother raise you all by herself then? How impressive. And you turned out to be a journalist on a weekly magazine! You grew up with your mother as your role model. I failed to make either of my girls independent. I wanted to raise them as women with proper jobs, who could fend for themselves.’

Midway through her impassioned outburst, Masako suddenly lifted her head. In the light reflecting from the blanket of snow outside, Rika could clearly see the lines on her face and the loose skin on her neck.

‘My daughter didn’t kill anybody. I’m sure of that. She was ostentatious and terribly lazy, but I didn’t raise her in a way that would allow her to stray from the path that badly. The meaning behind her name is “living close to the truth”. My husband spoiled her rotten, and was only interested in the fun parts of childcare, so I also took on the role of the father in his place, and instilled a sense of rules and manners in her. If she hates me for it as a result, it doesn’t bother me.’

Masako’s eyes were tinged red and her lips trembled. Rika wondered if the mismatched impression she created was to do with the conflict between her confidence in her child-rearing and her lack of trust in her daughter. If she was going to say something, she knew, it had to be now.

‘Would you be happy to show us Manako’s room?’

‘Of course,’ Masako said. She got to her feet, ignoring the look that her daughter was casting in her direction.

Anna got up reluctantly after her, and Reiko and Rika followed, climbing the steep staircase in a line. Now that Rika’s body was so thoroughly warmed, she felt the coolness of the bare floorboards and the air filtering in through the cracks around the door.

At the top of the stairs were three doors. When Masako reached out an arm towards one, Rika asked, ‘If you don’t mind my asking, which was your bedroom?’

Anna answered. ‘That’s my parents’ bedroom, there.’ She indicated the door opposite. ‘My mother now sleeps there alone.’

How had the fast-maturing Manako viewed her parents’ bedroom across the hall? Rika tried to recall her own childhood. She’d not once detected any kind of sensual air between her parents, but there had perhaps been times when she’d been frightened by the sexual impulse that she sensed lying behind her father’s attacks on her mother.

Finally, they reached Manako’s bedroom. An eternity seemed to elapse before the door was opened.

Confronted by a smell like a mixture of glue sticks and mould, Rika blinked. Before her was a smallish room with a grey carpet, furnished with a school desk, a bed, and a bookshelf stretching up to the ceiling. Immediately inside the door was a fitted closet. The bedcovers and curtains were the same navy and green checked pattern. What appeared to be a sheaf of school printouts spilled chaotically from a binder. The electric pencil sharpener was the same model that Rika herself had used, and its chamber was full of pencil shavings. There were no dolls in sight, nothing lacy or frilly.

‘Manako loved reading. She was a real bookworm. At her father’s insistence, she read from a very young age. She got a commendation from the local library!’

Now Rika looked, she could see several certificates for book reports framed on the walls.

The bookcase was crammed with French classics and contemporary Japanese literature. Hadn’t Kajii said that it was Sagan who had brought her together with the first man she dated? Masako was gazing at the books on the shelf with a satisfied expression. When Rika looked at Reiko, she saw she had her camera out again.

‘Is it okay to take some photos? Of course they’ll only be for internal use. If Rika’s going to interview Manako, it’ll be really helpful for her to have this room in mind.’

Masako thought for a while, then nodded.

‘This interview will change the way the public sees her, I’m sure of it,’ Reiko said. ‘If we can get people to understand what she’s really like . . .’

Rika saw that Masako’s eyes had teared up at these words. Suddenly the wind hammered at the window, and all of them looked up.

‘Oh, the snow’s got heavier. Why don’t the two of you stay the night, and leave in the morning?’

Surely there could have been no more precious experience as a journalist than staying the night in Manako Kajii’s house? Rika was all ready to accept, but Reiko got in first, politely refusing the offer.

As soon as she’d sat herself down at the heated table sunk in the floor, Reiko rolled up the sleeve of her jumper and held out her wrist towards Rika, showing her the inside of her arm.

‘Look.’

Reiko’s milk-white skin was speckled with swollen red marks. Rika cried out and winced. They were in a restaurant that Kajii had recommended, a place fifteen minutes’ walk from Niigata Station, serving rice cooked over an open flame. By the counter that they could see from their seats, skewered fish were hung up in a line at the back of an open fireplace, to which an employee was adding straw. The entire scene resembled something from a fairy tale.

‘I’m so itchy! Are you okay?’

‘I’m fine. What is it, are you allergic to something?’

‘It’s fleas! The carpets and the stuffed toys in that place were crawling with them. I just loathe cluttered, unhygienic places like that. They make me feel itchy all over.’

Reiko scratched her bites so forcefully that Rika was sure they would start bleeding. It pained her to see her friend’s actions, so uncharacteristically rough.

‘Really? Can you still get fleas when it’s this cold? Maybe they got you in the cowshed?’

‘The cowshed was clean. It was well-ventilated, so the air could circulate.’

‘What did you think, then? Of the house.’

The two of them had been avoiding the topic since they got into the taxi outside the Kajiis’ door.

Reiko now raised her eyes from her bites and said, candidly, ‘It freaked me out! Have you ever seen anywhere that creepy before?’

Her reply startled Rika. She hadn’t known Reiko could be so two-faced.

‘They’re totally bonkers. But I learned a lot from it. That’s the kind of place that serial killers grow up in, I guess. The mother had clearly lost her marbles – going on and on so proudly about her stance on education, when her daughter’s a convicted serial killer! And the sister was the same, brushing off anything that wasn’t convenient for her. It makes sense that a family like that would give rise to someone like Kajii. There’s not a smidgen of doubt in my mind that she’s a murderer. Which then makes me think: did she do the father as well? What they said about her only having been home for the funeral was definitely a lie.’

‘What would be her motive?’ Rika asked, feeling somewhat overpowered by Reiko’s fervour.

‘My guess would be that he caught wind of the fact that all these old men in Tokyo were giving her money, and gave her a dressing down for the first time. She flew into a rage and pushed him over on the snow. Or else it was a financial issue. One of her men asked her to return his money. When her father refused to give her any, she flew off the handle. Yeah, that must be it.’

‘You had a second helping of the sekihan!’ As she spoke, Rika could hear she sounded like a petulant child.

‘That’s what you do to make sure you’re liked, though. You’re a journalist, surely you know better than anyone that flattery gets you everywhere? It wasn’t totally inedible, either. But when I peeked into the kitchen, it looked filthy, and the sink was all greasy and gross. And what’s with serving sekihan to journalists when your daughter’s been convicted of murder? Plus, using ready-made roux for cream stew when you live in a place with the best dairy products in the country is unforgivable, if you ask me.’

There was something about the tinge of snobbery permeating Reiko’s words that made Rika think of Kajii. What was going through Kajii’s head right now, as she sat in the Tokyo Detention House on a February evening? Was she thinking about Rika and her trip to Agano? Rika felt sorry for her, sitting alone in her cold cell. The server brought over rice and miso soup, salted salmon, pickles and shiokara, and omelette. In awe once again at the unbridled sweetness of the rice, Rika wished that she could have given some of this repast, the taste of her hometown, to Kajii.

‘I don’t know . . . I agree they were somehow out of kilter, set apart from the rest of the world, but I wouldn’t have said there was anything particularly abnormal about them. It made me think that no matter how good a mother’s intentions are in raising her kids, things can go awry, and you end up with a daughter like Kajii.’

‘Rika, I think you’re losing it. What were you seeing? Why didn’t you feel it? Did you truly not sense something about that house? I’ve never been anywhere so creepy in my life.’

Rika felt her earlobes reddening. Was there really something not quite right about her? Or was it Reiko who was the odd one, interfering this much in her friend’s work? She felt that her confidence in her powers of judgement had disappeared.

‘Where are the bulls kept, I wonder?’

These were Reiko’s words after they’d paid and settled into the back seat of a cab. For a moment, Rika had no idea what she was on about. Their time in Akiyama’s cowshed already seemed like the distant past.

‘They must have their semen taken from them artificially. And if they’re producing semen for dairy cows, then they’re not being used for meat. How do they live out the rest of their time, in between sperm donations? Is that all there is to them? It’s kind of sad to think about.’ Hearing Reiko say this, Rika knew instinctively that she was thinking about Ryōsuke.

She’d barely thought about Makoto since coming to Niigata, she realised, but she’d stopped feeling any guilt about such things. The snow outside the window shone, as if competing with the city’s neon lights.

Upon waking, Rika checked her phone. The sky beyond the curtain looked significantly darker than it had the previous morning.

She heard the noise of a hairdryer coming from the bathroom. In a bid to outdo it, she cleared her throat and shouted, ‘Akiyama texted! He says he’s free from two. If I leave now, I should make it. I’m meeting him in a cafe in the yoghurt factory in Agano. He’s only mentioned me, though, so do you mind if I go on this one alone?’

Rika suspected her friend would put up a fight, but the glossy-haired Reiko who now poked her head round the bathroom door nodded docilely. Rika felt a burst of relief at the contrast to yesterday.

‘Got it. I’ll spend the day doing some Niigata sightseeing, then. I’ll pick up the souvenirs on the Kajimana list, too. Where should we convene this evening?’

They ate a leisurely breakfast and then Reiko saw her off at the entrance to the hotel, where Rika got in a taxi to Agano as she’d done the previous day. According to the weather forecast, tonight would bring a snowstorm.

The factory was only small, but the brand of yoghurt they manufactured was one you often found in Tokyo supermarkets. The place appeared to be a tourist spot, and when she mentioned its name to the taxi driver, he nodded immediately.

Having arrived early, Rika decided to walk around the factory grounds. A long pipe extended from a giant tank, connecting up to a truck emblazoned with the company logo. Was there milk running through it, she wondered? She felt the contents of the pipe were somehow linked with the snowy landscape around. Reiko’s words from last night came back to her, and she thought about the fate of the sperm-producing bulls.

She located the small pre-fab cafe in front of the factory. The outdoor terrace with its stone statues and flowerbeds stood covered in a blanket of snow. Stepping up to the entrance, Rika found her nostrils filling with the scent of butter. The staff behind the counter dressed in naval-style uniforms greeted her.

Akiyama was sitting in the bright white interior of the cafe. He got to his feet when he saw her. Dressed in a down gilet and jeans, he looked so much younger than he had done the previous day in his overalls that it was as if she were meeting a different person.

‘Thank you so much for agreeing to meet me, I know you’re very busy. And thanks again for showing us around yesterday.’ Rika took a seat opposite him. A girl in uniform came over to take her order. She requested a yoghurt waffle with whipped cream and a café au lait, apologising to Akiyama for eating on the job. The waffles here had been on Kajii’s list, and she felt she needed to try them.

‘It’s perfect timing, as it turns out. I managed to get hold of a stand-in who occasionally covers for me. It’s good to give my wife and parents a break sometimes, too. You’re going home tomorrow after all.’ As he spoke, he poured sugar and a generous helping of milk into his paper cup full of coffee.

‘A dairy farm stand-in? I didn’t know such a thing existed. If you let me have the receipt, I can reimburse you.’

‘Could you? That would be great. Traditionally, us dairy farmers have no days off, you see. Recently, though, by getting outside help, I’ve been able to make time for studying and training. That would be unthinkable for people of my parents’ generation, but if we don’t go on updating the industry and finding new approaches, we’ll never manage to make it an appealing job for the younger generations, and we’ll be left with nobody to take over.’

Rika’s coffee and waffles were brought to the table. The whipped butter had already started melting across the waffles’ latticed brown surface, creating a golden trickling waterfall that pooled in their hollows. Rika bit into the dough, savouring how juicy and moist it had become with all the butter it had absorbed, with a pleasant saltiness. She must have been making a satisfied face, because Akiyama now snickered and looked embarrassed.

‘That reminds me . . . Manako loved the waffles here. She used to come here often and eat several at a time. Her mother would tell her off.’

‘What were your feelings about her?’

‘I didn’t feel much either way, to be honest. Our families were friendly, so we used to play together a lot when we were younger. She’d sometimes come to watch our cows giving birth. Her father would give us sweets and gifts from Tokyo, which I loved. Her mother was still healthy at that time but she always seemed a bit prickly, and I wasn’t so fond of her. By middle school, though, we’d stopped saying hi when we ran into each other.’

Rika wondered what Kajii had made of this manly boy of her own age.

‘She’s said repeatedly, both in court and to me directly, that she was always mature for her age, and as a result she stood out and was the subject of a lot of attention. Her sister said something similar. Is that true?’

‘It might be true that she stood out, but I think that was mostly because she was a little bit odd . . . She was very quiet, and you could never really tell what she was thinking.’

A couple with two children sat down at the next table. Akiyama raised a hand in greeting and the man bowed his head. Had this man also been to school with Kajii? Rika wondered.

‘As for whether she was mature, she always seemed a bit babyish to me. She was a slow child, who ate vast amounts like a cow, and never seemed quite all there.’ At this, Rika rested her plastic fork, which had been hovering above her second waffle, on her plate.

‘She might have been big, but she wasn’t bullied or anything. Our class at school were a good bunch.’

This is the kind of person, Rika thought, who is forever a member of the majority, and lives a perfectly smooth life. She felt a pang of pity for Kajii, for having to live as a girl with an irregular-sized body in this landscape, where crops were hard to grow, and everyone could see everything for miles around. The little girl at the next table had managed to get the creamy waffle she was eating all over her face.

‘It’s not like in the weekly magazines, where they make out that a particular someone is the talk of the town. It’s the same in Tokyo and everywhere else, right? I know this is a small town, and there’s little in the way of entertainment, and it might look to you as if there’s nothing here, but everyone’s busy thinking about their futures, their families. So long as you have the internet, you could be living anywhere.’

His voice had taken on a pragmatic tone.

‘I don’t know anyone in our class who fancied her. We were neighbours for all that time, but I never heard of anyone having a crush on her. Doesn’t that seem unusual to you?’ He tilted his head, without malice.

This is it, Rika thought, opening her eyes wide. This is what Kajii had stolidly averted her eyes from: this unrestrained, unflinching evaluation made by men of her own age with a very ordinary perspective.

‘Hearing the reports of the case, though, I didn’t find it particularly bizarre. All of the men were people she met online – they were either elderly or didn’t have much experience with women. It makes sense that there’d be a demand for someone like Manako among people like that. After you gave me your business card, I thought for a while about whether I should meet you or not.’

The girl at the next table was being scolded by her mother. Akiyama smiled and took a sip of his coffee. Rika suddenly found herself nauseated by the smell of sweet waffles and butter pervading the restaurant.

‘Like I said, I used to be quite close with the Kajii family, so I feel a little guilty, talking to you like this. We’ve had requests for coverage from journalists in the past, but my parents have turned them all down. But I felt I wanted to speak to you. I guess at heart, I like a bit of entertainment. Maybe I’ve been lacking in stimulus. And something occurred to me.’

Akiyama put down his coffee and leaned in slightly.

‘Could it be that a certain impression of someone is fabricated after the fact? One winter, when I was seventeen, I heard rumours about Manako and a weird older man. At the time, everyone had their heads full of getting into university and what they were going to do after school ended, so we forgot about them almost immediately.’

‘You’re talking about her going around with an older man from Tokyo, right? Rumours circulated that it was compensated dating, and it was on the back of those that she left the area.’

‘That’s the story that’s been told by the weekly magazines, for sure. And I guess that’s right in a way. There’s nothing inaccurate about that story. Nobody’s telling lies. But it doesn’t really capture the way things felt at the time. The reality was a bit different. Our high school was about two kilometres from here. These days it’s a school specifically designed to prepare kids for university, but at the time it had a lot of dropouts and so on, and there was plenty of dating going on among the kids. If anything, Manako seemed kind of babyish in comparison to the others.’

Nobody praises you for what’s going on between your legs unless you yourself say something about it . . .

‘It wasn’t really that people saw her in a different light after that. Maybe they’d grin and give her the look, but it was done in a protective way. Her being seen walking about with an old man was really neither here nor there. The media at the time was flooded with stories of older men paying to date and sleep with schoolgirls, anyway.’

While Rika hadn’t experienced being an adolescent in a mixed school, she could imagine it well enough. Most likely, the lack of interest that the boys of her own generation showed in her had been the toughest thing for Kajii to bear.

However hard she looked at him, she couldn’t see any strong emotions in Akiyama as he sat before her. She couldn’t sense any of the curiosity, irritation and envy toward Kajii that the people around Rika all displayed. In this town, where it was impossible to hide anything, Kajii had just been an unremarkable sort of a girl who ate a lot. That was the sum total of his knowledge about her.

Since he’d taken the trouble to make the time to see her, Rika asked him a few questions about the latest developments in dairy farming, and Akiyama answered each of her enquiries clearly and cogently.

By the time that she thanked him and took her leave, the sky was fully clouded over. She considered a tour of the factory, but it seemed wiser to get back to Niigata. When she took her phone out to call a cab, she noticed a missed call from Reiko. As the ringtone sounded, she gazed at Suntopia World in the distance. When would she next see this place? she wondered. Then she heard Reiko’s voice.

‘Rika, I’m in Agano. I followed you when you left the hotel. I lied to you. I think we should go to Kajii’s house again. I’m heading there now. Come as soon as you can.’

‘What? You can’t just do that, Reiko!’

But Reiko had already hung up. As Rika took in the situation, the anger came spurting up inside her. She couldn’t keep up with Reiko’s furious pace any longer. The Kajii house wasn’t far, so she decided to walk there. While feeling bad for even thinking it, she found herself wondering if the reason Ryōsuke had begun keeping his distance from Reiko had nothing to do with finding her sexually attractive, but because he was sick of her rushing headlong into decisions without taking others’ feelings into account. She had her vision of how things should be, and anybody who didn’t agree was excluded from consideration. Just like when Rika had warned her friend in all seriousness about the dangers of giving up work, and Reiko had refused to listen.

It wasn’t even evening but the sky above her was as dark as night. When she rang the intercom at the Kajiis’ house, Anna’s voice announced that the door was open.

Inside the living room, Reiko was already sitting with Anna on the sofa. Reiko glanced at her, and then, before Rika could utter a word, turned her body towards Anna and said, so that Rika could hear, ‘There’s something I’ve always found strange, and that’s how nobody knows anything about the man your sister was going out with in the winter of her seventeenth year. Did he really exist?’

‘There was definitely an older man who my sister was close to, yes.’ Anna seemed visibly perturbed by this question. Her voice was hushed.

‘Leave it, Reiko. I mean, Ms Sayama,’ Rika interrupted, but Reiko ignored her. Feeling she had no choice, Rika sat down next to her.

‘I think the media have talked to most of the people in your sister’s class at school, and I didn’t expect any new information to emerge from any of them, so I decided to try another route. I went to visit the primary school I saw in your photo album. There was a teacher there who could remember back to when you two were at school. He introduced me to a girl who was in your year, and is now working as the librarian there.’

Rika looked at Reiko, her eyes wide with disbelief. Reiko was no longer even making eye contact with her.

‘They both remembered the incident well. The reason she started taking you into primary school in your fourth year wasn’t because of the snow – for the kids around here, a bit of snow is nothing. No, it was because of reports that there was a prowler in the area. What concerned the local parents wasn’t the safety of the children, though, but that of the prowler. The children had developed a game among themselves. They used to go after the man in a group and torment him. The rougher boys would throw stones at him – one time they even hit his legs with a baseball bat. The parents started coming along to keep a watch over the boys’ violent behaviour. The time it was happening perfectly coincides with the time when your sister started seeing her older man. Apparently he took an especial liking to you, is that right? The teacher found it strange even now how your parents hadn’t seemed particularly worried about it when they’d been told.’

Anna’s eyes seemed to be taking in nothing. Reiko leant forward, so as to encroach upon her field of vision, then gave a shrug in Rika’s direction. While overpowered by Reiko’s force, Rika felt her confidence in herself wavering. The whole situation was too much to be borne.

‘Both Rika and I went to girls’ schools, albeit different ones. In Rika’s school, she was the prince, a kind of substitute for a male presence. There’s always one, in every girls’ school. Get a bunch of girls together, with no opportunity for romance, and everybody ends up wanting something to feast on, even if it’s not the real deal. Everyone wants somebody of their own to fall in love with, even if that love is fake.’

A young girl maturing faster than everybody around her.

A girl who had formed the powerful sense that she was different from others. Yet her rich inner world was of woefully little interest to those around her. Leaving aside her father and her sister, nobody paid her any attention. Her brain and her body were developing, but nobody attempted to come near her. Yes, thought Rika, she must have been impatient. Back at her girls’ school, even as she’d joyfully played the role of the school prince, Rika had also felt a sense of urgency. Sometimes the worry she had – that this period of her life when she was at her most beautiful would be all used up by the girls around before she was discovered as a woman – would grow so intense that she wanted to curl up into a ball.

‘Your sister wasn’t the focus of everyone’s attention, as you keep claiming. I’m right, aren’t I? Your sister as you saw her and your sister as she was perceived by the town are two separate creatures. You must have been aware of that rift.’

‘But my sister—’

‘There was just one time when she attracted attention, and that was when, in the winter of her seventeenth year, she was seen around town with an older man. The exact same period that the prowler was lurking around your primary school. What happened then, between you and your sister?’

Reiko’s gaze was transparent and unerring as the bright white snowscape of Agano.

‘How old do you think I was when I got my first period?’ Anna said, after a pause. ‘Fifteen. Six years later than my sister.’

About the same age as me, Rika thought.

‘When I finally got mine, my mother cooked me sekihan out of relief. My sister’s first period was unusual, but mine came at a normal age. Compared to the kids in my year I was immature, and physically petite as well. I wasn’t bullied, but I think they saw me as a bit stupid. But my sister was always kind to me. More than either of my parents, it was my sister who looked out for me. When they found out that the man had been speaking to me, my parents weren’t particularly concerned, even when the teachers warned them about it. They were always fond of me, but to them, I was a cute little thing, like a pet. I was never really seen as a person in my own right in this house. Maybe the idea that I’d be seen in a sexual light didn’t ring true . . .’

As she spoke, Anna’s gaze was fixed on the photograph framed on the wall of her and her sister as young girls.

‘It started off as a kind of a game. I can’t remember how old he was, the man. He wasn’t exposing himself or anything, but as I was leaving school he’d stare at me, and ask me where I was from. He wore a face mask, so nobody could make out his features properly. The fact that he’d singled me out like that earned me the class’s attention, which I was more pleased about than scared by. Like the teacher told you, we began developing these games with him – let’s get the weird man! and all that. At the time, there was a craze for these manga and anime series featuring a gang of young detectives. Kids getting together to solve a problem in a way that won them the admiration of the grown-ups. I happened one day to bump into him on my way home from school, and I followed him. I was thinking I’d impress them all the next day with my reports of how brave I’d been. He went inside a barn on Akiyama’s farm, in which they kept hay for the cows to graze on. When I peered in through a crack, the door suddenly swung open. I fell inside onto the hay. The man reached out a hand towards me. The next thing I knew, I was lying looking up at the ceiling, and his hand was inside my knickers. I was so astonished, I got to my feet and bolted outside. I found a hoe leaning against the shed, and without thinking about what I was doing, hit him on the head with it.’

The words fell falteringly from Anna’s mouth.

‘Blood flew across the snow. I remember being startled by that. It was the same bright red you saw in films and TV programmes. The man was crouching down, cradling his head in his hands. I thought maybe I’d killed him, and if the truth ever got out, I’d be in huge trouble with my parents. As soon as I got home, I broke down in tears and confessed to my sister. My sister told me to leave it to her. Leave it with me, she said, and don’t tell a soul about it. She went out that evening by herself to find him, and didn’t come home all night. My mother was furious, my dad was out of his mind with worry, and I couldn’t sleep a wink. The next morning she came back. She refused to say where she’d been, even when my mother slapped her. Later on, she told me that he hadn’t died. She’d found him collapsed by the barn and taken him to hospital. She said that he was mentally ill, but he wasn’t a bad man.’

In fact, Anna should have been angry. She should have cried, and been repulsed by what had happened to her. She should have got the adults around her involved.

‘My sister said that he was just starved of female tenderness. If he had only been given some female affection, he wouldn’t have ended up that way. She told me that she’d become friends with him.’

The first person outside of her immediate family to look favourably at Kajii was a sex offender. She had reworked the story to give it a more palatable taste, transforming it into the one of a mysterious older man and a precocious young girl in a secret relationship. It was through making contact with the worldview of a sex offender that her life had changed.

In that worldview, the woman was to blame for everything. Sexual assault took place because women led men on, then gave them nothing. Men who were introverted, timid, and couldn’t express their feelings well couldn’t find partners. The reason behind Japan’s declining population was all those women who judged men solely on their appearance and the size of their pockets.

It was all women’s fault. But she was different. She was a goddess, shining bright.

‘She told me that men are weak, sensitive and tender creatures, so you had to forgive them a bit of rudeness and interference. That he probably approached me because I led him on in some way. He’d only behaved the way he had because he was lonely. It’s a situation that’s come about because women are frosty towards men, and treat them like idiots. It’s the fault of women like our mother. She told me I had to do everything I could to make sure I didn’t turn out like that too.’

Rika heard Reiko stifle a gasp, but Anna carried on.

‘I remember that when my father passed away my sister said the same thing – that it was my mother’s fault. That if she’d taken better care of him, it wouldn’t have happened. She shouldn’t have let him go out on a snowy day in boots with such little grip.’

According to Kajii, men were like children with no capacity to make decisions of their own – even her most beloved father. But could Rika really claim to be that different?

She wanted to say that she hated her father, that it was only natural that he’d died in the way he had given the choices he’d made. And yet, there was part of her that felt sorry for him. When she thought of her father dying all alone in that apartment full of memories of their family, the sadness was unbearable. It was because she and her mother had left him that her father had died – there was no doubting that. She and her mother had killed him. If they’d stuck with him, managed to keep him in check just as the good wife and good daughter that society required them to be were supposed to do, managed the juggling act needed to maintain his good mood, then they might have been able to live together as a family. Even though Rika knew in her heart of hearts that any kind of connection that demanded that much effort to sustain was fraudulent, even though she was aware of how hurt her mother would be if she ever knew Rika thought this way, there was no doubting that some part of her did believe all this. If she’d been better at suppressing her ego and her feelings of hatred towards her father, if she and her mother hadn’t gone after their own freedom, if they’d hadn’t ignored her father’s cries for help . . . What Rika regretted above anything was . . .

But no, this wasn’t right. She was being sucked into Kajii’s way of thinking. She bit down hard on her lip, desperately trying to bring herself round. Her own past wasn’t relevant right now. If she didn’t manage to draw a line between the two, she really would become just as Reiko suggested she was becoming.

Anna continued in a feeble voice. ‘Talking to my sister, I started to feel like it was all my fault. If I hadn’t set out to get him, then none of it would have happened. From that point on, I never spoke about it with anybody. Not even to the teachers at school.’

Anna gave a helpless smile.

‘It was at that time my sister started cooking. She’d make bento boxes and bake cakes to give to him. She told me that it made her happy to see how, each time he ate her food, he’d get a little better. She didn’t tell me what he did, or where he lived. All she said was that he lived alone, and that he was starved of home-cooked food.’

The two were co-conspirators, and comrades. Out on those cold, exposed fields, they had each other.

‘I don’t think he was interested in grown women. At seventeen, my sister already had the body of an adult, so I doubt that there was anything of that nature between them. My sister was a terribly serious person with a strong sense of personal responsibility. She attempted to give him a new life, and continued to cover up my crime. It’s possible that he’s on her side, even now. Maybe he was jealous of the other men, and killed them off. Maybe my hitting him in the head sent him crazy. If that’s the case, then it’s all my fault.’

With this, Anna burst into tears.

‘Stop your crying.’

Masako had appeared and stood directly behind her daughter. Looking up at her from where she sat on the sofa, Rika thought she looked exactly like Manako – those huge, blank eyes like black grapes. She was petite, but there was a certain girth to her chest, an overpowering sense of weight. Rika felt as though the plants in the room were reaching out to wrap their tendrils around her. She met the button gaze of one of the soft toys.

‘Not in front of guests! It won’t do. You shouldn’t be dredging up the past like that. What’s the point in remembering those things now?’

She knew it wasn’t the time for it, but Rika’s attention was captured by the snowstorm outside the window. Would they be able to get back to Niigata that evening? Maybe this time they really would have to sleep in this house.

Feeling an itch on the inside of her arm, she turned over her wrist to see several of the same swollen red marks that Reiko had shown her the previous night.





Chapter Nine

It was early evening but the sky above the platform was already a deep indigo. The cold, clear air seemed to absorb all the noise in the vicinity – the sounds of the train, the tannoy announcements, even the chatter of the other passengers seeing each other off. It was a peaceful colour, peaceful enough to make you forget the snowstorm of the previous night. Rika’s body had grown accustomed to the cold now – it was hard for her to imagine that this time tomorrow, she would be back in her office, soporifically warm and so dry that her skin would grow chapped.

‘I hope it doesn’t melt before you get to Tokyo. The train will probably be well heated.’ Reiko gestured to the Sado butter at the top of the paper bag full of edible souvenirs. In accordance with Kajii’s list, they’d hurriedly picked up the yellow box with the cow on it in the dairy section of the supermarket at Niigata Station.

‘Will you really be okay by yourself?’ Rika asked Reiko, who had announced that she would stay one more night and explore Niigata before taking advantage of the newly opened Hokuriku Line to visit her hometown in Kanazawa Prefecture. If Rika’s memory served her right, it was at least five years since Reiko had last been back. The previous time was to attend the funeral of a beloved teacher from primary school, and while there, she’d barely seen her parents. The alarming intensity she’d displayed in pursuing Kajii’s family had vanished like melted snow.

Both of them had spent most of the morning in bed. The previous evening, resisting Masako’s entreaties to stay, they had got in a taxi that had crept across the snow up to the house. The visibility had been terrible and they’d stopped several times, but eventually reached Niigata. By the time they arrived at the hotel they were both exhausted, but the adrenaline coursing through Rika’s body had made it hard to get to sleep.

Past midday, the two of them had visited the head of PR at the Niigata Prefectural Police Department. Their hope was to investigate the sex offenders who had been arrested in the area from December 1997 onwards, but the officer hadn’t been able to help with cases that far back. Rika would try to get hold of the list once she was back in Tokyo. Naturally, there was no telling whether Kajii’s guy would be on it or not. It was perfectly possible that he had remained on the run, had never been tried in court, and continued to prey on young girls to this day. Perhaps he had gone along with Kajii to Tokyo for her university entrance exams, and lived with her from that point on. For someone with as much financial clout as Kajii, it wouldn’t be so complicated to provide for a man and keep him hidden.

With an almost beatific expression on her face, Reiko said, ‘I’m not anticipating that my relationship with my parents will change. If I can just meet with Mrs Tajima, the housekeeper, then I’ll be happy. She’s the only person I truly think of as my family. I don’t know if she still works at my parents’ house, but she sends a New Year’s card every year and her address hasn’t changed, so she must still live close by, with her husband. I really hope Melanie, our collie, is doing well.’

What a strange person Reiko was, Rika thought. She considered her best friend of ten years. There was the woman with the air of a thirteen-year-old girl, and there was the woman who had shoved Rika aside to obstinately interrogate Kajii’s family. It didn’t seem that just one of those was the true Reiko, but rather that both personas were aspects of her whole. The Rika of this moment could appreciate that fully. The person she’d been in the past hadn’t been able to accept the slightest contradiction. She hadn’t tolerated the incursion of even a tiny bit of seasoning to enrich the overall taste.

‘I’m sorry, Rika,’ Reiko now said, her voice so quiet it was almost drowned out by the roar of the wind. ‘I’ve been a real pain. I got ahead of myself. Hearing you talk about Kajii made me anxious. I felt like you were being consumed by her, just like her victims. Although really, that’s a fancy way of saying I was simply jealous.’

After spurting this all out at once, Reiko bowed her head sheepishly. With her thumb and forefinger, Rika pinched what little flesh there was on Reiko’s cheek to take hold of. Reiko squirmed ticklishly, and Rika saw the sparse flesh turn pink and tremble. The white vapour of their breath blended in the air. There was the faint scent of the piping hot onigiri that they’d eaten in the restaurant just before. Reiko had ordered salmon, and Rika the salted salmon roe. It was incredible to Rika how easily her appetite had returned, even after everything she’d gone through the day before.

‘I like that unstable, typhoon-like part of you, Reiko. Even if it takes me by surprise sometimes and, if I’m honest, makes me angry too. Besides, of the two of us, it’s me who should be apologising. I got so invested in Kajii that I wasn’t seeing certain things. I’m so glad I had you here with me. My eyes have been opened, honestly. You’re way better suited to journalism than I am. I realised that yesterday, and felt ashamed.’

Reiko’s big eyes were open wide, looking up at her. Her lips trembled. The wind went rushing past them.

‘Reiko, you should be working. It doesn’t matter what kind of job. It’s such a waste to leave all that talent of yours untapped. I feel pretty sure that once you’re no longer spending all your time at home worrying, your relationship with Ryōsuke will gradually improve. You just have to choose a workplace that makes it possible to combine your work with having a family. I’ve got your back. And let’s book a holiday, a proper holiday, the two of us. I’ll take time off. Your relationship with Ryōsuke is important, but that’s not all that you are. If it gets too hard, you can always come to me.’

‘My prince is being princely,’ Reiko said. Her tone was light-hearted but her eyes were tinged red. Looking up at the LED display on the platform, Rika saw that her train was about to leave. The two friends were interlocking gloved fingers, like a young couple reluctant to part from one another.

As Rika stepped up onto the train, Reiko said, ‘I think there’s something I got wrong, before. It’s not that you’ve become consumed by Kajii . . . It’s all to do with your dad, isn’t it? The reason why you’re hooked by this case.’

Her look was one of total seriousness. Rika had never had a proper conversation with Reiko about her father’s death. The gap between the train and the platform separating them seemed dark and fathomless.

‘Misaki told me about it once when you were out. Back when we were at university. She was really concerned that it had scarred you.’

An announcement rang out down the platform, advising of the train’s imminent departure. Passengers slipped past Rika. Realising that she was in the way, she hurriedly flattened herself against the wall by the train door.

‘I think it would have turned out the same way, whatever anybody had done, however hard they’d tried. It wasn’t your fault. But I’m guessing you feel like you . . . caused it somehow, right?’

Rika found herself unable to nod. Reiko looked embarrassed. Rika could tell that her friend was selecting her words carefully so as not to hurt her, even though the time they had to speak was fast running out. Her hair was stuck to her face with static. Rika succeeded in raising her frowning eyebrows and lifting up the corners of her mouth into a smile.

‘Thank you, for being concerned about me. But I’m fine. Look after yourself, okay? Enjoy Niigata, and your trip back home.’ She gave a little wave, her hand hovering at her chest, like a schoolgirl. In truth – in truth, she hadn’t spoken to anybody about her father’s death. Not even to her mother. Reiko dropped the subject, let her shoulders relax and smiled.

‘You too! Look after yourself. And make sure the butter doesn’t melt before you get home.’

No sooner had Reiko finished speaking than the automatic doors hissed shut in front of them. They both mouthed ‘Bye!’ Before she knew what she was doing, Rika had pressed her hand, her forehead, the tip of her nose against the ice-cold glass of the window. Reiko’s figure on the platform grew smaller and smaller, until she disappeared behind a veil of snow. And yet, Rika continued to stand there, straining her eyes, attempting to brand the after-image of her friend onto her retinas. She couldn’t fathom why, but she had the feeling she might never see her again.

Turning the door handle to her apartment, she was met with a blast of cold air. A crisp smell, like mechanical pencil lead and washing-up liquid, rushed at her, only to disperse in the air of the corridor behind her. It was her own smell, which had for the last few days been wrapped up in Tokyo’s cold air and vacuum sealed.

The next moment, Rika was stifling a scream.

In the darkness of the space beyond the narrow entranceway lay her father. She darted into the room without removing her shoes, switched on the light, and let out an enormous sigh.

What had looked like a person face down on the floor was in fact her own trenchcoat, which she’d taken off and left lying there. She remembered now, as if it were an event of the distant past, how days ago, as she was stepping out of the apartment, it had occurred to her that the trenchcoat wouldn’t be warm enough for the cold of Niigata, and she’d swapped it for a down jacket.

Inhaling deeply, she returned to the entranceway and took off her boots. She dragged in her bag of souvenirs and overnight bag, and set the air conditioner to heat the room. Without washing her hands, without even taking off her down jacket, she lay spread-eagled face up on her bed. Passing her eyes across the room, she thought to herself again how devoid of character it was. The footfall, the din of the cars and the trains was incomparably louder than it had been in Niigata. Why, then, did it feel so quiet and lonely? Was it because Reiko had been by her side these last few days? Rika lay dozily on her bed until the room got warmer, then sat up to take off her jacket. She didn’t have the energy to clean the floor, which she’d dirtied with her outdoor shoes. Visions of the floor of the cowshed and the snowy paths she’d trodden floated up and then disappeared.

Rika’s internal kaleidoscope of images and memories settled on Reiko’s parting words, and she leapt up off the bed. Reaching inside the bag of souvenirs, she peeled back the lid of the butter box and wailed. The silver-wrapped oblong dented at her touch, its creamy contents ready to ooze out at any second. It needed to be refrigerated immediately, but she’d read that re-chilling melted butter led to a significant deterioration in taste. She’d gone to all that trouble to buy Sado butter; she wanted to eat it at its best. What recipes involved large amounts of softened butter? Mulling the question, Rika opened the fridge door. If she were a baker like Kajii, she could use up a whole stick of butter easily, but not only did she not have an oven, she didn’t have any flour or eggs either. Nor any rice, bread or noodles, come to think of it. In fact, all she had were two large, sprouting potatoes, cowering in the vegetable drawer. How had they got there? She hadn’t bought them herself. Then it came to her: one of her colleagues had been handing them out at the office, wrapped in paper. Had they been growing at his parents’ house, or had he bought them while on a work trip? She couldn’t recall.

Rika shifted the potatoes into a colander and moved them over to the sink, trembling involuntarily at how cold the tap water was. She gouged out the malevolent-looking sprouts with a knife, then put the potatoes in a pan, filled it with water, and lit the stove. After a little time, white steam with a delicate, starchy aroma filled the bone-dry apartment. The feeling of desolation from before began to wane, and Rika stood looking down at the two potatoes, sitting lumpen amid the rising steam.

Still standing, she checked her phone, and started replying to her work correspondence. With every message she sent, she felt herself being dragged back into the world of normality. She had texts and emails from both Makoto and Kitamura, but she put off replying to them for the moment. Periodically she would stick a cooking chopstick into the potatoes to check on their progress. After a few tries, the chopstick passed smoothly through the potato flesh without any resistance. She transferred the boiled potatoes onto a plate and brought them over to the table, together with the soy sauce and the butter. The skins had split open, and their soft white insides sparkled generously.

She took a knifeful of the butter clinging to the silver paper, so soft it offered virtually no resistance, and dropped it into the holes in the potatoes’ skins. It was absorbed mercilessly fast by the granules inside, which soon took on a yellow hue. Rika sprinkled on a few drops of soy sauce, then pressed her hands together. ‘Itadakimasu,’ she said, and tucked in to the potatoes with a fork. The hot potatoes engorged with butter crumbled apart in her mouth and the steam rose up to the back of her throat. Inside her mouth, the mixture transformed into a smooth-textured cream, heavy and rich, which spread out hotly across her tongue.

The Sado was relatively light in its taste, but had the same warmth and body as the other dairy products she’d sampled in Niigata. The soy sauce drew out the sweetness and texture of the potatoes, and the hand with which Rika held her fork moved incessantly.

The next thing she knew, the two potatoes had disappeared, along with almost all of the butter. She lay down, a delicious sated feeling in her stomach. She had managed to soothe herself, and of that she felt proud.

Maybe there was little separating Kajii’s victims and Rika. Maybe, if you had to pin it down, the difference resided in whether or not you were able to boil up some vegetables when the mood took you and season them to your taste.

‘Dad,’ Rika mumbled, and felt her windpipe constrict. Perhaps a fragment of potato had got stuck. The word – dad – was one she’d not said for almost twenty years. He had been only fifty-two.

He hadn’t been such a bad person. All this time, she had taken care only to remember the bad things about him, because otherwise the sorrow was too much to bear. Her childhood birthdays, Christmas – she’d definitely felt his love for her then, as something real.

If the ambulance men were to be trusted, he’d died a painless death. It had been a ‘curtain suddenly falling’ sort of a death, they’d said. What had he felt in his last moments? What had he seen, lying in his home that was crowded with memories of his family? Rika’s vision momentarily distorted.

When she lifted her head, the thin potato skin left on her plate was quivering in the hot draught of the air conditioner. Rika burped a potato-scented burp. She would grow old and most likely not have kids, until one day she died alone, either in this apartment or in a place not unlike it, leaving nothing behind her. This much she realised now, with clarity. She was her father’s daughter. That was inescapable. What mattered, then, was not to let those aspects of her get out of hand. She had to do all she could, under her own steam, to make the small details of her life as rich and fulfilling as they could be. That way, she thought, things would feel less desolate, even if the outcome was the same.

A resolution came to her, in a flash. Before she died, she wanted to pour everything she had into cooking a proper meal for someone – the kind of feast she’d seen in picture books as a child, with a whole turkey and an iced cake. Merely thinking about it made her chest light up. It wasn’t in her nature to cook proper home-made food for someone else. But the truth was, she was sick of cooking just for herself.

And there was one thing she knew for certain: Makoto wouldn’t be the person she cooked it for.

She swept the layer of brown film that had formed across the surface of the milky tea to the side of the cup, creating deep pleats. The cafe was decked out in wood, and crowded with a young female clientele. Having realised that they didn’t need alcohol to feel comfortable around one another, Rika and Shinoi had decided it was better to meet in places like this one.

‘Soy sauce and home-made miso . . . Quite unexpected gifts for a bachelor,’ Shinoi laughed as he took the presents she’d bought him out of the bag.

‘I considered getting you sake, since it’s a rice-producing region, but then I thought that you probably drink enough with people from work. So I figured I’d get you something that you’d have to use at home. With this, you’ll be able to boil and fry vegetables, right?’

‘I’ve been played . . . This is your way of ensuring I’m no longer incapable of cooking at home.’

Despite the proliferation of young women in the cafe, Shinoi didn’t seem like a fish out of water. There was no intimidating quality to his face, in a way that Rika sensed was tied up with him being the father to a daughter.

‘It’s okay, I bought the same things for myself too. You and I can make an effort together. Look at this app I found. It’s got all these straightforward recipes using simple ingredients, which only take five or ten minutes to prepare. The first step could be to boil some rice, and combine it with miso soup and an easy side dish.’

Rika held out her smartphone. Since she’d decided that she didn’t mind being seen as interfering, the tension between them had vanished, and their interactions had taken on a nice rhythm that resembled what she had with Reiko.

‘Learning about Agano’s culinary culture helped me understand Kajii’s scathing attitude towards the Japanese pressure to be thin, and her willingness to be fixated by food. I’m going to take this as an opportunity to start cooking properly. I’m thinking I might attend Le Salon de Miyuko.’

‘Isn’t it closed, still?’ Shinoi spoke in a lowered tone, shifting his gaze from the presents he’d received to look at Rika.

‘I got one of my contacts to look into it. Apparently she’s giving classes in her home, away from the eyes of the paparazzi, and only to former students. I’m going to see if I can get in.’

‘They’ll be on high alert. It’ll be no mean feat to muscle your way in. That said, I do think that Le Salon de Miyuko must have been the turning point for Kajii.’

‘I think so too. Why on earth would she have voluntarily taken part in exactly the sort of gathering of women that she was so wary of? If she wanted to learn authentic cooking methods, there are other, more reasonably priced schools with more brand power out there. She could have gone to a mixed cooking school. They must be perfect places for men and women to meet.’

Shinoi took a sip of his milky tea, still hot, and looked openly at Rika.

‘You found something in Niigata, didn’t you? You seem totally different from before you went.’

When she dug into her apple pie, the caramel-coloured insides came spilling out.

‘I need a list of the sex offenders arrested in Agano from December 1997 onwards. You don’t have contacts for any journalists who were in Niigata around that time and might have some affiliation with the police there, do you?’

‘I’ll look into it,’ he said, nodding. Rika had given up feeling guilty about asking for information and offering nothing in return. She now believed that if Shinoi wanted something, he would ask her for it. If that happened, she would use whatever means available to her to get it for him. Even if it was impossible right now, she would build a relationship between them that was, in the long term, of a give-and-take nature.

Back in the lift of her office building, she pulled out her phone to see a message from Makoto.

Are you free to meet tonight? I’d like to hear about Niigata.

On reading the message she realised that she’d forgotten to buy him a present. She hurried to the staff kitchen where that morning she’d left two Le Lectier-flavoured yōkan on the trolley, along with a note saying ‘Presents from Niigata! Help yourself.’ It was just past 3 p.m. Her hope was that there might be one left, but as she got inside Yū was helping herself to the final slice.

‘Ah, all gone, is it?’

Without any guilt, Yū placed the last bite of the bean jelly in her mouth and said, ‘Of course it disappeared in no time! It’s so juicy and delicious. It’s like biting into a whole pear. I’m definitely going to buy some just for myself. Do you think they’d sell it in the Niigata shop on Omotesandō?’

‘I didn’t even know that existed! And they sell Niigata souvenirs there? Where is it?’

Rika memorised the address Yū passed on, thinking she’d have to find a way of dropping in. She felt sheepish about telling Makoto that she’d forgotten to buy him anything. Yū was wearing her Scream hoodie. Noticing Rika’s gaze, Yū looked down at herself, and said, ‘I couldn’t make it home last night, and this was the only change of clothes I had with me.’

‘Does Fujimura wear that kind of stuff too?’

‘Yeah, I think he spends quite a lot on merch. I know he buys several copies of all the CDs: one for keeping, one for listening to and then the rest for giving out to other people to spread the word. My guess would be that he only wears stuff like this when nobody’s looking, though. I think it must be quite tough for the wives and girlfriends of those types of fans, you know?’

Rika had begun the conversation in the spirit of idle chitchat, but it had managed nonetheless to strike right at the heart of things. Yū seemed oblivious, toying with the yōkan box as if wishing she could magic more into existence.

Making an effort to keep her tone light, Rika said, ‘But he seems like a good person, no? He works a lot, and seems to understand women.’

Yū moved her gaze up to the shelves over her head, and nodded slowly.

‘Yes, he’d be the kind of boyfriend you could feel proud of in front of other people. But he’s a bit . . .’

Yū peeled off a paper-thin sliver of yōkan that was stuck to the knife, and put it in her mouth. Her tongue was a shade of pale pink that reminded Rika of a small animal.

‘Don’t you get the sense that he’s the type who wouldn’t really let you in? I get the sense he’d never volunteer the information that he liked an idol group, for example.’

Rika forced a smile.

‘But maybe that’s nothing to worry about,’ Yū went on. ‘It sounds like he’s giving up on Scream, anyway.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah, his favourite member, Megumi, has put on loads of weight. It was all over the news – didn’t you see it? She’s the front girl of the band. She’s fourteen and smack bang in the middle of puberty, so it’s totally normal for her to swell out a bit, but Mr Fujimura was saying he felt disillusioned with her. That it showed she wasn’t really trying hard enough. It’s a shame, I really liked having a fellow Scream fan at work.’

Rika smiled and left the kitchen. Leaning against the wall of the corridor, she replied to Makoto: Sorry, I can’t tonight. I’ll message you soon.

Her fingers did all the work for her. All of a sudden, it struck her that she and Makoto had switched places in terms of their affection for each other. Had that night in the hotel been the turning point?

Back at her desk, a Post-it note in handwriting she recognised announced there was a visitor for her on the ground floor. It was rare for people to show up to see her without an appointment.

Her body was stiff with tension as she made her way downstairs, but the sight that jumped into her vision when she stepped out of the lift brought a sense of relief. Standing in his duffle coat in the lobby while severe-looking editors came and went around him, Ryōsuke appeared defenceless, like a large, good-natured, warm-blooded dog. Perhaps because of the cold, his nose and cheeks looked redder than ever.

‘Sorry for showing up out of the blue like this, I know you must be swept off your feet. I heard Reiko went along on your work trip. I hope she didn’t cause you too much trouble.’

‘No, I’m sorry for depriving you of her for all that time! I haven’t seen you since the Christmas cake incident – thanks again so much for that.’

Perhaps his company was thinking of opening up a shop in the area, or else he happened to be passing close by for work, Rika thought as she guided him towards one of the clusters of sofas by reception.

Ryōsuke bowed his head several times apologetically. ‘I’m here because I don’t know where Reiko is. I can’t get through to her on the phone.’

Rika was startled. She, too, had messaged Reiko several times but her messages weren’t showing as read. Assuming that Reiko was either absorbed in her sightseeing or else was somewhere with a patchy signal, she hadn’t been especially bothered by it. She sat down in front of Ryōsuke.

‘I wonder why. The last time I saw her was yesterday, at Niigata Station. She was planning to stay on one more night there, then travel to her parents’ in Kanazawa. I thought you knew.’

‘That’s what she told me too. But when I called her parents, they said Reiko had no plans to stay there that they knew of. I’d imagine she’d at least tell them if she was thinking about going back. Although saying that, these are the parents who didn’t even come to our wedding . . .’

Ryōsuke’s square forehead was filmed with sweat. He frowned and said, as if struggling to get the words out, ‘She’s been really worrying about not getting pregnant. We haven’t been speaking all that much recently. Even when I try and start a conversation with her, she seems a bit out of it. A lot of the time, she doesn’t do any housework, but just sits staring at the computer all day. I know it’s all my fault though. I’m not a fit husband for her.’

‘I heard from her that you disagreed about fertility treatments,’ Rika said hesitantly, and Ryōsuke’s cheeks flushed an even deeper shade of crimson. He rested his hands awkwardly on his knees.

‘When Reiko first told me she was interested in me, it took me totally by surprise. Why would someone like that, who attracts so much attention wherever she goes, be interested in someone like me? I’ve never been particularly popular with women, and I don’t have all that much to talk about. My salary was far less than hers, too.’

Rika said nothing, remembering her own doubts when Reiko had got engaged.

‘Even after we got married, even once we were living together and having a great time together, I couldn’t fully push that sense away. You know how determined she is about having a family. When I heard that she was going to quit the job she loved to concentrate on getting pregnant, it came as a surprise. I tried to stop her, but she wouldn’t listen to me.’

Rika recalled Reiko’s hand stroking the cow.

‘Something shifted in her feelings towards me. Maybe she started thinking it didn’t have to be me. When I began to suspect it didn’t matter to her who she was with as long as they’d give her children, I just couldn’t . . . you know. I deliberately scheduled meetings for the day I was due to go to the clinic and be checked out. I know that’s awful. But I was scared that if it turned out to be my fault she couldn’t conceive, she’d leave me. I’m sorry to be telling you all this personal stuff out of the blue, I’m sure you don’t want to hear it.’

Ryōsuke was hunched as if braced against the pain. His voice was faltering, sometimes growing high, close to a wail. Rika felt certain this was the first time he’d spoken about this to anybody. His tone, usually so jokey, took on a formal edge. As Rika leaned in, her phone rang. She took it out of her pocket, meaning to turn it off, and saw Kitamura’s name flashing up on the screen. Apologising to Ryōsuke, she picked up, covering her mouth with her hand and whispered quickly.

‘I’m with a client right now. Is it urgent? Can we talk after?’

‘It won’t take long. I’m in the staff canteen. Come straight away, please.’ With this, he hung up. Rika intended to ignore his request, but Ryōsuke was already getting to his feet.

‘I’m really sorry to barge in like this, right in the middle of your working day. I’m going home. If something happens, please call me. You’re the only person I can turn to at this point.’

As Rika watched his figure growing smaller beyond the glass-fronted entrance, she felt the unpleasant premonition she’d brushed up against in Niigata swell out and take on a sense of reality. She ran down the stairs to the staff canteen in the basement, trying her best to get a handle on the situation.

Had Reiko run away from home deliberately, to try to make Ryōsuke realise the severity of the situation? It might make sense, yet that brand of childishness wasn’t Reiko’s style. The strangest part of all was that Reiko was now uncontactable. And yet it was hard to believe that Reiko, as cautious as she was, would have got embroiled in any kind of trouble. Also, barely any time had passed. Maybe come the evening, she would be in touch to say that she’d arrived at her parents’ home in Kanazawa.

Kitamura popped his head round from a table in the corner of the mostly deserted canteen, separated off by a partition.

‘Who was that guy you were with? It was me who took the call from reception.’

The inquisitiveness of his tone bothered Rika, and she sank down on the chair with deliberate force. She was also annoyed that, owing to Kitamura, Ryōsuke had gone home. Even Kitamura’s immaculately ironed shirt and the lustre of his skin, so rare among the editing department, now appeared irritating in her eyes.

‘Does it matter? What is this about? Is it the sister of Manako’s victim? Have you found her contact details? If so, then give them to me.’

Rika felt her tone become peremptory, although that wasn’t her intention. Kitamura glared back at her with a combative glint in his eye that she’d never seen before.

‘I saw you, last week, getting in a taxi with Mr Shinoi from the news agency outside Iidabashi.’

His eyes now glimmered with evident pride.

‘I followed you. You headed to Arakichō, went down the hill and got out at a block of flats with a supermarket on the ground floor.’

‘This is unbelievable. You know that’s a violation of privacy?’

Rika settled herself back in her chair. Right now her sense of surprise was overridden by a feeling of hatred. It was spooky that someone as unconcerned with other people’s affairs as Kitamura was would involve himself to this degree.

‘You went shopping in the supermarket, and then entered the building together.’

‘That’s right. We’re friends, who sometimes drink together. What’s wrong with that? There were other people there with us. We all cooked and ate together.’

The lies flowed out smoothly. She felt no sense of guilt. Explaining what had really happened in that room would mean exposing both Shinoi and his family. It seemed to be a source of irritation to Kitamura that she was so unemotional. He pushed back his neatly styled hair.

‘I heard the news. You’ve got an exclusive interview with Manako Kajii, right?’

‘How do you know that?’

‘The whole magazine knows. People all across the company are talking about it.’

That explained the stares she’d been getting since returning to work. She felt a wave of fatigue cresting inside her.

‘Apparently a journalist at a rival newspaper asked her for an interview. She refused, and mentioned your name. The journalist then tried to find out if it was true. He questioned someone at the desk about it when they were out drinking, who admitted it. It all got out very quickly while you were away.’

There was no particular reason to hide it. It was to be announced publicly next month anyway, and the fact that Kajii had mentioned her name roused Rika’s courage.

‘Has that come about through Mr Shinoi?’

The connection between the two things seemed to her for a moment so absurd that Rika burst out laughing.

‘I always thought of you as someone who didn’t use sleazy tactics to get ahead, but it looks like I was wrong. I thought you and I were of the same kind.’

Feeling disgusted with the prim, righteous look on his face, Rika shook her head.

‘I don’t care what you think. It’s true that Shinoi gives me advice occasionally, but he’s totally unconnected with the Kajii thing. I wrote to her several times before she gave me permission to go and see her. In other words, it came about through totally fair means. Similarly, the relationship I have with Shinoi is one I’ve built up over time. If you want to spread it around, then go ahead.’

There was a pause and then all the tension dropped from Kitamura’s expression. A little of his usual nonchalant self returned.

‘I used to respect you. You and Mizushima were the only journalists in our department who I truly rated. You’re both rational, but you’ve got heart as well. While everyone around was blindly clinging to tradition, it seemed like you two alone were trying to do something new.’ He was mumbling now, not looking at Rika. Rika had never heard him mention Mizushima before.

‘In order to build relationships with their sources, journalists are out drinking all the time, spending vast sums of cash. They go on about how badly the print media are faring, but they have no issue spending money like water on entertaining. The whole industry accepts that that’s just the way it is. While the rest of the world has woken up to the dangers of wastefulness and nepotism, this industry seems to operate on the rules of a bygone age.’

Rika made to say something, and then thought better of it. It seemed to her strange that this man, who she was convinced thought only about going home earlier than his colleagues, would share her sense of discomfort on such matters.

‘The working hours of the magazine section are timed to fit in with night-time entertaining of clients. If we could find decent things to write about without going for dinner and drinks, then there’s no reason why people couldn’t come in before nine and leave at six. But nobody does that. If those rules were put in place, maybe Mizushima wouldn’t have moved to the sales department. It’s because those meaningless conventions are prioritised over all else that both quality and sales are dropping off, don’t you think?’

Kitamura and Mizushima had overlapped only for a short period, during which time Mizushima had been critical of Kitamura’s attitude to work. And yet, Rika now sensed that Kitamura had shown his real self to Mizushima and her alone.

‘If you could build a relationship that was based on real trust, you wouldn’t need to spend that much time together or drink that much. Can you say with confidence that Shinoi’s not interested in you?’

Ignoring the prickle in her chest at this question, Rika said, ‘I’m quite confident our relationship is entirely about the information he provides me with.’

‘You’ve really changed, you know? I think you should drop the Kajii case. I think you might be getting in over your head.’

Rika stood up without looking at him. Even once she was out of the staff canteen, she couldn’t shake off the itchy feeling of his gaze on her.

‘Everything in Niigata is delicious, don’t you agree? Well, how was it? What was your favourite thing you tried?’ Kajii asked in a sing-song tone of voice. Seeing her this relaxed and carefree, the events of Niigata started to seem like a dream. Maybe Rika had just been on a pleasant holiday with Reiko – a Reiko who was now back at home, making dinner as she waited for Ryōsuke to get in from work . . .

The reality was, though, that Rika had been unable to reach Reiko the previous evening. Ryōsuke had been in touch with Reiko’s parents again, and they’d confirmed that she still hadn’t arrived.

It was nearing the end of February, but the Tokyo Detention House was as cold as ever. On the other side of the acrylic screen, Kajii’s cheeks were flushed a rosy pink, as if she were in some tropical land.

‘And I heard you met Taiichi Akiyama! Honestly, that name really takes me back. He used to be such a rogue when he was younger. He played it cool but I could tell that he was secretly in love with me. So adorable.’

As soon as the topic turned to the opposite sex, Kajii’s delivery grew animated, her eyes narrowed, and her lips moistened.

‘Are you sure you aren’t getting your wires crossed?’

‘What do you mean? What’s with that stern face?’

‘I’ll tell you what Akiyama told me. He said that back when he knew you, you were a fairly unremarkable girl.’

Kajii opened her mouth wide and laughed.

‘Has Anna been saying peculiar things to you, by any chance? She’s not all there these days, you know. I mean, it stands to reason, having to spend all that time with my mother. You’d be best off ignoring them. In his heart of hearts, Taiichi wanted to come with me to Tokyo. Instead he was forced to stay at home, and to marry some dullard from his year at school.’

Rika regarded Kajii coolly. Why had she ever been taken in by this woman? Her own actions from just a short time ago seemed now both idiotic and pitiable to Rika. That version of herself had no confidence in anything she did. She hadn’t even known what she wanted to eat.

‘The only man to give you a second thought was the child molester who went after your younger sister when she was still in primary school.’

‘What are you saying? I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.’

Suddenly, it all seemed pointless to Rika. However hard she attempted to comprehend Kajii’s way of thinking, would it not all end up as a wasted effort?

‘I’m talking about the first man you dated. He was after your sister, wasn’t he? All that stuff about him being a business man from Tokyo is just made up, isn’t it?’

Rika knew, even without having to look at Kajii. The thick wall she had erected couldn’t be broken down from this direction. Rika decided to change tack.

‘Listen, I’m thinking about attending the cooking school you went to. I’m planning to go with my friend Reiko. It was thanks to her coming along with me to Niigata that I was able to find out all the information that I did.’

‘How will that work? I thought you had no interest in cooking?’

‘Why did you start going to Le Salon de Miyuko? My sense is that it represented a last ray of hope for you.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘To find people who understood you. To find kindred spirits.’

‘I told you. I don’t need friends.’

‘You did tell me. But while the men you dated were attracted to your body and your caring and maternal qualities, those were all attributes that benefited them in some way. They wouldn’t share your worries and your pain, would they? They always wanted something from you.’

‘That doesn’t bother me. I never had any worries or any pain to begin with, so that wasn’t a concern of mine.’

Rika cut her off.

‘In any case, I’m going with Reiko. Attending with her means I’ll see things that I wouldn’t be able to alone.’

‘Reiko, Reiko – what’s with this Reiko? Are you two in love or something?’ Kajii spat out the words as if they were pieces of gum. Her normally blank eyes assumed a merciless look that somehow suited her. ‘Reiko’s not the woman that you think she is. You still can’t see anything.’

Rika countered cautiously, ‘Do you . . . know Reiko?’

Kajii cocked her chin and looked down her nose at Rika, as if observing someone in a cage.

‘She’s come to see me. Twice.’

Rika saw the snow-capped mountains of Agano, the whitened big wheel of Suntopia World, flash before her eyes. Her cheeks felt cold, her insides frozen. She could sense her temples twitching. Maybe this was how it worked, she thought. How Kajii had killed off her victims without actually needing to lay a finger on them.

‘When?’

‘Hmm, let me recall. Once just after New Year, and again at the beginning of this month. She wrote to me after you’d begun visiting. She said that you were losing your grip, and it was my fault. Would I please agree to meet with her, just once. She was so persistent that I consented, and then she showed up. She told me with a deadly serious face that, thanks to me, her friend was going off the rails. Do you want to know what she said when I asked her in what way?’

Kajii paused, then spread her arms and leaned forward menacingly.

‘“She’s put on so much weight!”’ Kajii exclaimed theatrically, her eyes wide. ‘I was wondering what on earth it was you’d gone and done, and that was it! You’d put on weight. She said she was hopelessly worried about you. You’d left the world of reason behind. That sickened me to hear. Is the woman daft, or what? Being that upset about what happens to somebody else’s body! How can someone be so conscious of what shape another person takes, of the extent to which they’ve liberated their desires? It’s not normal to feel such anxiety about that. If you’re paying more attention to the form other people are assuming than what’s taking place inside yourself, it means something is seriously wrong with you.’

Kajii spoke with clarity, and her words sounded more sincere than anything she’d uttered before. She was right, Rika thought. She had perfectly voiced the sense of discomfort Rika had felt for the last few months at people’s reactions to her.

‘She’s clearly mentally unstable. I’m not surprised her husband wants nothing to do with her. She’s got a stingy little body like an anaemic twig and she talks in such a grating, high-pitched voice. I could tell, as soon as I met her – here’s a woman who has never been properly caressed. Just like my mother. Women like that are headstrong, and ever so good at making high-handed pronouncements, but they don’t win the love of men. They don’t know true pleasure, and that’s why they’re never satisfied. They can’t relax until they’ve found a target to attack. Everything she was spouting about her friendship with you and so on is just an outlet for her unfulfilled sexual desire. The way she talked about you as if you were her lover gave me the shivers.

‘So I told her: people who don’t have sex regularly, for whatever reason, are all maladapted to society. What right do you have to call yourself a person if you’re not having sex? It’s no use thinking that time will heal things. If you’re not loved by your husband at this very moment, things will never resolve themselves. It’s useless, you’re beyond help.’

A wave of pain now ran through Rika. Maybe what drew her to Kajii was the anger that had accumulated within her over the years. Kajii couldn’t resist the urge to tear apart even Reiko, with whom she had no relationship at all. She felt sure that Kajii’s very essence was a rage like an inextinguishable flame that burned everything it touched.

‘You and Reiko both seek a paternal quality in your men. You’re expecting men to live up to this figure of the warm father that you never had. My father and I loved and trusted one another deeply, so I don’t require men to be my father. I don’t thrust my twisted desires on them, as people who have never really known a father’s love do. That is why I can be loved by anybody. You look down on men who are secretly pining for a mother figure, seeking kindness and care from women, but I don’t see how you’re any different.’

Before, Rika thought, she would have been felled by this criticism, left reeling for days. She was faintly aware that she viewed Shinoi as a kind of father figure. She also knew that by encouraging him to live a healthier lifestyle, she was hoping to atone for what had happened with her own father. Yet she knew that neither she nor Reiko were people who sought to control others without giving anything of themselves. She sat up straight, not falling into the pit Kajii had dug for her.

‘Did you say that to Reiko?’

‘I did. She turned white, then red, and then began to cry great globules. I burst out laughing. She started telling me, utterly straight-faced, how she was going to win you back from me. It was painful to watch.’

The woman sitting in front of her was only suspected of killing three people. Rika had met plenty of people more dangerous than her in the past.

‘I don’t dislike Reiko at all. She has some strange aspects to her personality, and she can be quite conceited. Sometimes she drives me mad. But even if what you say is on the nose, she’s still fun to be around.’

‘Fun?’ Kajii turned the word around on her tongue like a boiled sweet, as if she were encountering it for the first time. She repeated it again: ‘Fun.’

‘Yes. Talking with friends is fun. Perhaps you never had any because people found your company tedious and monotonous.’

‘That’s a fine thing for you to say, when you’ve been spellbound by my conversation!’

‘At first I was spellbound, you’re absolutely right. But then I realised. All of your knowledge is within anybody’s reach if they read the right books and pay the right money. The reason you appear so special is because people these days don’t spend all that time and money. Because they all count calories and have abandoned the arts of home-cooking and fine-dining, which they didn’t receive a proper education in. That’s all.’

‘That’s not true. It’s because being with me is painful for them. It’s the same for all you women. You can’t be comfortable with a member of your own sex unless you feel that she’s inferior to you in some way.’

‘It must be easier for you to think that way.’

Kitamura and Kajii were both attacking her in a similar way, she thought now. Kitamura had never had a source, and Kajii had never had a friend. As a result, their words were rooted in the realm of fantasy. There was no need to quake in fear at their vitriol, or to feel pained by it. Rika could sense that Kajii was beginning to recoil in the face of Rika’s refusal to be fazed by her onslaught.

‘Do you have any idea where Reiko is right now?’

Regaining her sense of advantage, Kajii broke into a smile and refused to answer. She rubbed her lips together so that they resembled two creatures caressing.

‘I admit that I was drawn to you. The way you affirm yourself so completely, are so resolute, so without doubt. But don’t you think that the way Reiko – and I, for that matter – put ourselves through these troublesome head-on encounters with people makes us stronger than you?’

‘Strong? You two?’

Kajii drew in her chin and studied Rika.

‘To me, you seem like the far weaker person,’ Rika went on. ‘You exclude everything you don’t want to see from your sight, deny the existence of anybody that won’t engage with you. Until going to Niigata, there was some part of me that was scared of you. But now I think that was a disservice to your humanity. You’re not a monster, like the world says you are. You’re just a person.’

Saying this, she deliberately cast her eyes downwards. When Kajii spoke, her voice was trembling.

‘There’s a limit to how much rudeness I can tolerate. If you don’t like me, then you can scrap the idea of the exclusive interview.’

‘Maybe we’ll have to.’ Rika looked up to see Kajii lost for words. Her mouth hung open. Only her white fingertips were moving restlessly.

‘If I go padding around blindly after you, I’ll only end up repeating your narrative. Who’s going to read that, if I publish it? The world is beginning to get tired of your story.’

‘This is exactly why I hate female journalists. They’re emotional, hysterical, ridiculously needy, and incapable of acting professionally. I’m done with it! Consider the interview off! This is why I hate women!’

Rika herself found it bizarre how unruffled she felt, even with Kajii screaming in front of her like this, her nostrils flaring and her face bright red.

‘I’m on a permanent contract at the magazine, so even if the interview comes to nothing, I’ll keep my job. At the end of the day, I lose nothing. I’d go as far as to say that it’s you who’ll be losing something. You’ll be losing the first person who’s understood you. Things will just go back to how they were for you. Back to how they were in Agano, when everybody ignored you.’

The grapeskins ruptured. Rika could see it happening. Just a little further, Rika thought. Her armpits grew sweaty. She had to appeal to her senses, gradually draw Kajii into her rhythm. It wouldn’t do to rush.

‘Visiting Agano, I started for the first time to feel genuinely sorry for you. Maybe if you’d had someone like Reiko in your life – it wouldn’t have mattered if they were a man or a woman, just someone you could talk to about what was on your mind – then things wouldn’t have worked out this way. Maybe then you wouldn’t have needed to be so impossibly self-contained, to do everything on your own. If I’d taken a wrong turn somewhere, I could have easily ended up like you.’

For the first time since she’d met her, Rika returned Kajii’s gaze directly, challengingly, with the conviction of a journalist who demands her question be answered immediately.

‘Will you please tell me where my friend Reiko Sayama is right now, and what she’s doing?’





Chapter Ten

22 FEBRUARY

Ryō is really into his sake recently. He must have developed a taste for it when out drinking with his colleagues.

After saying goodbye to Rika on the platform, I went to get my stuff – which I’d secreted in a locker when she wasn’t looking – and hung out in the souvenir shop inside the ticket gates, although I had no intention of buying anything. I had to catch the bullet train, and head to my hometown of Kanazawa. I hadn’t the slightest intention of exploring Niigata any further, or of going to meet my parents. I had just one aim. Once that was completed, I had to return to Tokyo, head for the house in Kawasaki, and do my best to keep my cool. I went down the escalator to the correct platform, wheeling my suitcase. The train was pulling into the station, dusted in snow.

Before boarding, I took my phone out of my coat pocket and switched it off. These days it was only Rika and Ryō who ever contacted me, but I didn’t want them to throw me off course or interfere with my plans. If I was only out of reach for a few days, I could make the excuse that I’d lost or broken my phone. I took out the other phone I’d prepared in advance, and turned it on. The handset was the same icy temperature as the air, and the dark, unwelcoming screen reflected my contours hazily.

Settling down into the seat I’d reserved, before even leaning back in my seat or taking off my coat, I looked at the message from the only contact I had saved in my phone, and immediately sent a one-handed reply:

Dear Jelly Wizard,

Today I managed to leave without my husband catching me. I’ll be at your place tonight. You’re the last person in the world I have to rely on. I’m looking forward to meeting you.

Custard

Then I took out a notebook, and noted down my finds from my visit to the police station in Niigata with Rika. On my to-do list, I crossed out ‘Go to Kanazawa’, then memorised the list of things still remaining.

My findings from my research of the last few months are beginning to come together with what emerged yesterday at the Kajii residence. If my line of thinking is correct, Kajii has a collaborator. Maybe, like Rika said, she didn’t actually lay hands on anybody, but in that case there must be a fourth man, who killed the others according to her instructions. That person has made an appearance already, both in her testimony and in the investigation. I have to go about this carefully, take one thing at a time, not become impatient.

Before too long, the train pulled into the city in which I was born. Stepping out onto the platform, I was enveloped by its gentle, cold air, very different to that I’d experienced in Niigata. A smell like burnt grass grazed my nose. I felt irritated by the wave of nostalgia that rose up in me.

I climbed into a cab and gave the address of my parents’ home in Korinbo: a Western-style building with a red triangular roof built in the Shōwa Era, standing in a classy residential district around the back of the shopping area. The kind of house that tourists would stop outside in flocks to take photos of. When the evening sun lit up the stained-glass window on the first-floor landing, the Virgin Mary’s face would appear in profile. Back at school, the other kids in my class had been jealous of where I lived, saying it looked like the houses you saw on TV.

The flyers in the pocket on the back of the driver’s seat were for my father’s hotel, well-known in these parts. If he needed to be putting flyers in taxis, I thought, business really had to have taken a turn for the worse. My eyes met that of my father’s in the promotional photo. He had clearly been having Botox, because his face looked even more artificial than I remembered it. The bright white of his hair made his skin, thoroughly tanned from the time he spent on his yacht, appear even darker. He was tall, with handsome features, and in his younger days had been scouted as a model. His eyes were very similar to my own, a fact I hated.

‘It’s the biggest hotel in the area. If you haven’t got a room booked for the evening, you could give it a try?’

It seemed the thick-necked taxi driver in his sixties was monitoring me in the rear-view mirror. When I made a non-committal noise, he said in a slightly malicious tone, ‘You won’t need a reservation. It’s empty as anything of late.’

When I was a child, our hotel was viewed as the best Kanazawa had to offer for its food and service. Yet when my father took over the business from my grandfather, the quality gradually began to decline. Outside the window, the sky was a far more cheerful shade of indigo than that in Niigata.

The taxi pulled up outside the entrance to the residential district. As I was paying, I saw the taxi driver’s eyes flit down to my wallet. It was stuffed to bursting with 250,000 yen in cash. I’d left my bank and insurance cards and anything else by which my location could be traced in a drawer at home. In the event that anything happened to me, I had no identifying documents on me.

‘I’ll be back down in ten minutes. Could you wait here?’ I said to the driver, and stepped out of the cab into the street where I’d been born and brought up.

The house I hadn’t returned to in five years appeared to me overly large, not unlike a haunted mansion. It towered before me, black and quietly menacing. My parents seemed to be out, as usual. We had been the first people in the area to install a surveillance camera at our entrance. I went round to the back and put my key in the door. If it no longer fitted, I planned on phoning Mrs Tajima and enlisting her help. The key turned, and I let out a sigh of relief, pushing the low wooden door open. In the middle of the back garden, through which a path ran to the kitchen door, stood a dog kennel. Inside was Melanie, seemingly smaller than when I’d last seen her. I had thought she might bark, but instead she turned a longing gaze on me, wrinkling her nose. I crouched down and held my breath, using her collar to pull her close. My eyes grew hot and my throat dry. Just knowing that Melanie was still alive and well justified having come all this way.

‘Do you remember me, Melly?’

She and Ryō were alike after all, I thought, my first impression hadn’t been wrong. Burying my face in Melanie’s warm back, I felt a deep sense of relief. Blood still pulsed through her small body. The fur on her throat smelled of sweet bread.

‘What is it that you like about Ryōsuke?’

I remember Rika had asked me that question, hesitantly, when I told her we were getting married. One of my former colleagues said quite plainly that she didn’t think the two of us were a match, but I hadn’t understood what she meant. My attraction to Ryō, the man who resembled my beloved Melanie, had been immediate. Ryō was far better loved by people than I was, and was the kind of person who could get along well anywhere he went without pretending – that much was obvious at a glance. I’ve always been drawn to people like that.

Melanie’s fur was stiffer than it used to be, and I had a harder time running my fingers through it. Her eyes were crusty with sleep. But I had my worries about her – was she being walked enough? My parents would have tended to her out of the fear of what people would think if they didn’t. And failing that, there was always Mrs Tajima to take care of her.

Melanie was a black and white Border collie. The characteristic traits of the breed – obedience, loyalty and trust – ran deep in her. She was just a puppy when she first came to our house, the Christmas of my third year of high school, bought by my parents as an attempt to keep me close to home. She had, in theory, been a gift to celebrate my getting a scholarship to my first-choice university, but it was obvious that I couldn’t take a puppy that still needed so much attention with me to Tokyo, or, indeed, look after her while I was still accustoming myself to living alone. Sobbing, I said goodbye to my parents’ house, leaving Melanie behind. I had been hoping to leave with a greater sense of liberation, so their scheme angered me.

Now I was about to drag the same poor creature away from the place she was used to. From my wheelie suitcase I pulled out a carrier for medium-sized dogs and assembled it. I took off the lid, and arranged several items inside so that they’d take up as little space as possible – her brush, her lead, her bone-shaped toy, a portable toilet, a little bit of food, and a training pad – all things that I’d bought yesterday in the pet shop of a nearby mall, after Rika had left the hotel room. When we’d set out from Tokyo, Rika had been surprised at how much stuff I’d brought with me, but my luggage had been virtually empty. Tempting Melanie with a biscuit, I coaxed her inside the carrier.

I took out a folded polyester tote bag, put the last of my clothes and toiletries inside, and then slung my empty suitcase and Boston bag into the corner of the garden. My calculations had been correct, and Melanie fitted snugly inside the carrier. As soon as I closed the door, she began to bark furiously, so I took out my notepad and scribbled a note in ballpoint pen. I thought about addressing it to Mrs Tajima, but then it struck me that she didn’t often pass through this part of the house. In any case, however much I hated my parents, I had to let them know that Melanie was safe:

I’ve taken Melanie. She was mine to begin with, so I guess that’s allowed, right? Reiko.

I tore off the page and tossed it inside the kennel. With my tote bag and pet carrier in hand, I left the garden. As soon as I turned my back on the house, I could feel my breathing growing less laboured. Suddenly my own behaviour seemed to me a bit like a child throwing a tantrum, and I stomped the asphalt underfoot as hard as I could. Inside the carrier, Melanie went on barking.

To Ryō and Rika, I’ve always painted a picture of my home situation whereby I was the overlooked daughter whose parents wouldn’t give her the attention she wanted, but the reality is a little different. In fact, it was me who cut the ties. To this day, my folks still try to get in touch and offer to send me money, but I bat off their advances. I have confidence that they won’t report me for kidnapping Melanie.

Fifteen is seventy-six in dog years. Starting tomorrow, I thought, I’ll begin taking Melanie out for walks. I’ll give her massages, and sort out her fur. The list of all the things I needed to do grew longer by the minute, making me so dizzy that for a moment I had the impulse to abandon my plan entirely.

Returning to the taxi with the pet carrier in my right hand and the tote bag in my left, I instructed the driver to head back to the station. Melanie was still barking, and he shot several glances over his shoulder with obvious irritation, but by the time we reached Kanazawa Station and boarded the bullet train bound for Tokyo, she had grown tired and fallen asleep. There was a sad look about her sleeping face, and I felt a pang for all the times I could have come back to see her and chosen not to. But now she was an indispensable part of my plan. I had no confidence I could pull this off alone, so I had to take her with me. I was selfish, and I exhausted the people around me. I felt fairly sure that everyone who got involved with me would come to regret it someday.

I’m more like Kajii than I care to admit.

As it happens, I’ve lied to Rika about a number of things. I told her that my parents’ relationship had broken down although they continued to live in the same house, but the truth was that they always got on well together, and were adoring parents with a romantic view of building a household. Mrs Tajima did all the cooking and the housework, but that was just how things were, and as a youngster not knowing the taste of my mother’s cooking didn’t bother me in the slightest. The three of us often ate out at classy restaurants or my dad’s hotel, and at New Year and birthdays we enjoyed the feasts that Mrs Tajima prepared for us – all heartwarming memories. Our family lived affluently, no sacrifices were demanded of us, and as a result, we were all, for the most part, smiling and cheerful.

Everything I wanted was given to me. I went to a local girls’ school with a good reputation, and had a busy schedule of extra-curricular lessons. I can concede that the teaching and the knowledge I inherited from my parents form the cornerstone of who I am. When I think about it now, my parents’ love for me seems a bit like that for a beloved pet, but I was always their pride and joy, and they rejoiced in what a bright and earnest child I was. From time to time I modelled in the adverts for the hotel, and its most luxurious suite is named after me. Having got married as students, my parents always seemed younger than the parents of the other children in my class, and I was proud of them too. They seemed to me so beautiful, like a couple of young lovers.

One day, in the spring of my first year at junior high school, while walking home from a piano lesson, I spotted my father strolling around Kenroku Park with a young woman who worked in the hotel. It didn’t occur to me that they were having an affair, and I followed them as a kind of game, but I soon lost sight of them. The incident stuck with me, and I kept on wondering what it had been about. I told my mother what I’d seen but she didn’t look remotely fazed, saying, ‘Your dad is good at giving advice to young women, so lots of the staff members rely on him. He’s always been that way, ever since university, when he’d do the same with younger members of the tennis club. It doesn’t bother me at all.’ Behind these words, I sensed something peculiar.

There were plenty of girls at school who followed me around and wanted to be friends, but I didn’t have anyone I was close to, who I could share things with. Thanks to the environment I’d grown up in, where my parents were my best friends, I’d not learned to seek a place where I belonged outside the home. Aside from my relatives, the only person I could talk to was Mrs Tajima. One day, I decided to ask her about my parents as she was preparing dinner, and for the first time ever she evaded my question, a nervous smile on her face. I didn’t give up, though. I persevered with following my father and observing my mother, and carried on talking to Mrs Tajima. As time went on, I started to see what I hadn’t been able to until then.

The turning point came when I hit thirteen. That both my parents had numerous lovers turned out to be common knowledge not just in our immediate neighbourhood, but among all the hotel staff and across the whole area. Their unique interpretation of marriage, I learned, had been passed down through the family, dating back to before my grandfather’s generation. Their lovers included the nice men and women who had often visited the hotel and played with me, and who I thought of as uncles and aunts.

In the summer of my second year at middle school, I presented my parents with the proof I’d gathered, and accused them of infidelity. Initially, they both stubbornly denied it, but setting eyes on the photos I presented them with, they fell silent. Finally, with fear in their eyes, they met the gaze of their daughter, who had grown so icy in her attitude towards them of late that she seemed like a different person entirely. From then on, I would go on to experience that same look in lots of places, from lots of different people. Yesterday Rika, my best friend in the world, turned it on me. Which means, I suppose, it’s only a matter of time before our friendship will come to an end.

‘Your mother is the only person I love, and she feels the same about me,’ my father said.

His tone suggested he was simplifying something difficult for my benefit. No, it’s you who doesn’t understand, I thought to myself. That’s not love. It’s that you’ve become co-conspirators with one another, because your needs match. I could feel myself glaring at them. My mother kept her eyes fixed on the scenery outside the window, never dropping the act of the poor victim. She can’t have been that dissimilar in age to me now. In my memory, her appearance is irritatingly similar to mine: a smooth-skinned, delicate woman, reminiscent of a porcelain doll. There was nothing she wanted to express, no desires piercing her body. She was a tedious woman who caused no friction with anybody – who couldn’t have caused any friction, even if she wanted to.

‘Taking other lovers is what allows our relationship to stay fresh, and what enables us to get along so well,’ my father told me. ‘Our way of going about things might be a little different from other people, but I’m sure someone as perceptive as you can understand that adults have needs. We want you to know that there are lots of different kinds of marriages.’

I decided to put to use all of the knowledge I’d accumulated up until that point, all the debating skills I’d developed at school. Calmly and logically, I explained why their approach to marriage was mistaken, why it showed they had misunderstood love and responsibility. At first, my parents seemed flummoxed, then afraid of this daughter of theirs who had changed so much. In time, their expressions began to register their irritation. That was how I came to realise: for all their knowledge of literature and the arts, my dear parents weren’t in the habit of thinking deeply about anything. They were, in fact, profoundly superficial people who were happy if they could spend their days enjoying themselves, surrounded by things they liked and which were pleasing on the eye. Eventually, my father got fed up with my talking.

‘It can’t be helped. I just can’t have sex with someone who’s so close that they feel like family.’

I don’t think I’ll ever forget the look on his face as he said this. The twist of his lips, the dark flash in his eyes spoke of an insatiable thirst for pleasure. Alongside his indulgence, I could also detect a determination, too – the determination not to change his way of life, at any cost. This was a man who was content to bend the rules, if doing so would feel good.

‘I just can’t have sex with someone who’s so close that they feel like family’ – since becoming an adult, I’ve heard these words in various different contexts. This line of thought, which has become so common all of a sudden, casts a contemptuous gaze on all married couples, indiscriminately. I suppose I must have been giving him a frosty glare, because my father hurriedly tried to smooth things over.

‘I’m sure you’ll understand one day, when you’re older.’

But I am older now, and my feelings on the subject remain unchanged. Back then, the thought that went through my head was this: if I never come to understand the kind of pleasure that makes you lose respect for your partner, for the rules, I will consider myself fortunate.

It was at that moment that I made the decision.

I would reject my parents’ way of life with everything I had. I would leave home, and live entirely independently of them. I would go to Tokyo, and build a new life from scratch – find new friends, a boyfriend, a job. I would never have sex with anybody other than my husband. I resolved that for me, sex would be exclusively tied to having children. I decided to remain a virgin until I married. It was around that time that I got my first period.

As it turned out, my will wasn’t sufficiently strong to uphold that promise to myself, but I did make sure not to sleep with any men with whom I wasn’t seriously considering a future. My image of what an ideal home looked like was borrowed from the house of Mrs Tajima, which I had visited so often since I was small. I would choose a man like Mr Tajima, a cuddly man working as a middle-school teacher, and his wife’s double. It was my dream to become part of a happy couple blessed with many children.

When I got to Tokyo Station, I changed to the Keihin–Tōhoku Line. Melanie was still sleeping quietly. Eventually, I made it to Kawasaki. My long journey was finally nearing its end.

Inside the chilly stall of the station toilet, I wrapped a bandage around my wrist, stuck a plaster to my left cheek, and put on an eye patch. I left the stall, and looked in the mirror to check that I had transformed into the kind of unfortunate, powerless woman I wanted to be seen as. By now, my make-up had worn off totally, and I was so tired that I had a natural pallor. I had to hand it to myself: the look was perfect. I got into a taxi outside the station and gave the driver an address one block before my destination. There was no way of telling where he’d be watching from, and I wanted to make him think I’d walked from the station.

He lived in a small residential strip at the edge of Kawasaki’s industrial belt.

Right beside the house was a river with a grassy bank – the perfect spot to take Melanie for a walk tomorrow, I thought.

The three-storey building was tall and narrow, shaped like a slice of cake. The place had originally been an office building adjoining a factory, which had gone bust two years before and been knocked down. If his explanation in court had been correct, then the kitchen and living room were on the ground floor, the first floor comprised the bathroom, toilet, and his bedroom, and the second floor was storage space. What he’d said about the thin walls and harsh winters seemed plausible. I could imagine that looking after his ageing mother here had been no easy task.

I knocked on the flimsy plywood door, pressing at the same time on the button to the intercom, which was blackened by soot. Steeling myself, I made a pledge that whatever happened I wouldn’t run away. After a little while the door opened, and I was hit by a rush of the sweet, stale smell that other people’s houses have, but at ten times the usual concentration. A flabby, round face with greyish skin stared out at me. Through his fingerprint-smeared glasses, our eyes met. A faint smell of semen and artificial flavourings stung my eyes, and I felt the nausea rising up from the pit of my stomach. But I was not going to turn back. I lifted my head, held my breath and looked around the triangular space spreading out from the entranceway. A small kitchen at the back, and in front of it a living room with tatami flooring. A low kotatsu – foot-warmer table – sat in its centre, its perimeter littered with magazines and instant-ramen containers.

The blanket for the kotatsu was yellowing. I was stirred by the impulse to yank it off and toss it out of the window.

‘Nice to meet you, I’m Custard. I mean, I’m Sonomi Ikeda.’

I was borrowing the name of a hapless-looking classmate of mine from high school. Taking care to ensure my voice was as feeble as I could make it, my nose grew itchy and I sneezed loudly. The itch quickly became uncontrollable and spread to my throat, so that I choked violently. The same complacent lack of hygiene as I’d experienced at the Kajiis’ house confronted me from all directions. I held my breath again, and stepped inside the flat. The door shut behind me. I heard him lock it. There’s no turning back now, I said to myself.

‘I’m Shirō Yokota.’

I took a good look at the small-framed, pudgy middle-aged man in front of me. His voice was far more high-pitched than I’d expected. His small stature was reassuring. I could definitely take him on, if necessary. I took another big step into the room, steeling myself again not to turn around.

‘It sounds awful, what you’ve been through. I’m happy to help if I can. Make yourself at home here. You don’t need to feel shy about it. Your husband sounds like a bad man.’

As he spoke, spittle built up at the corners of Yokota’s chapped purple lips. The edge of his mouth was speckled with small white pimples. I knew his age to be fifty-two, but his facial expressions and gestures were more like that of a student. He was clearly intoxicated by the show he was putting on of being a valiant knight in shining armour, apparently undeterred by his beer belly and greying hair. I observed him carefully. How did he see me? I couldn’t detect any sign of lust, but I could tell that beneath his filthy sweater his heart was racing at the appearance of a new living body in his personal space.

I pulled an apologetic face, exchanging the occasional glance with him. As far as I could see, the layout of the place was just as he had said.

In November three years previously, Kajii had been arrested at Yokota’s house. She’d been staying with him for two days. If you went by their version of events, they’d met in 2012. They’d started chatting on a dating site, hit it off with stories about their shared place of origin, and begun exchanging emails. Immediately before her arrest, realising that her Meguro apartment was being staked out by the police, Kajii had crept out with just the clothes on her back and turned up at this house, whose address Yokota had given her, telling her she was welcome at any time. It was the first time they were meeting in person. Kajii described Yokota as a ‘kind-hearted man, like an older brother’. He hadn’t touched her. They had slept in separate rooms, with Kajii staying up on the second floor. He had been so overwhelmed with gratitude at the meals Kajii made for him and her considerate nature that he had essentially proposed to her, saying that all he wanted was for her to live alongside him, that that was enough for him. He’d testified that when she was arrested, he’d been astonished. In the courtroom, he had spoken at length about how lonesome his life had been after his mother had died, and how much he missed her. He had talked about Kajii’s kindness and how much he had appreciated her warmth. The public had sympathised with him as a devoted, unselfish man, with little experience of women.

Using the courtroom records and the internet, it had been straightforward enough for me to track down his address and real name. Since giving up my fertility treatment, I had bags of time on my hands.

This last month, he and I had been corresponding through a dating site. My interest in him had been sparked by something Kajii had said when I’d met her in person relating to the number of men involved in her case. On the site, I went by the nickname ‘Custard’, and he by the name ‘Jelly Wizard’, which he claimed was a character from his favourite anime series. I posed as a housewife from Saitama in an abusive marriage. By not mentioning Kajii at all, and making out that I liked the same anime, I’d managed to squeeze a bunch of information out of him.

Yokota was born in a hospital a couple of kilometres away from Kajii’s house in Agano, and his father had died when he was a young child. Initially he’d taken a job in the computing department of a local rice-cracker company, but the work had started to take its toll mentally, and he had repeatedly been signed off with stress. When his mother fell ill, the two of them had moved to Tokyo, where they had relatives around to help. She had died four years earlier. He had never been married. I knew that Kajii targeted idlers with no money worries. Sure enough, it appeared that Yokota owned the house he lived in.

The possibility had come to me in a flash in Niigata: was the mystery man who had gone after Kajii’s primary-school-aged sister, and who’d become the first person to understand Kajii in fact Yokota? I’d been told that he was in his forties at the time, but that was from a child’s perspective – in reality he may well have been younger. The court records stated that the two had bonded over the fact that they both came from Agano. Had they not, in fact, known one another for longer than they attested? If so, the absence of a physical relationship between them would add up. Yokota’s testimony had improved the public’s impression of Kajii, if only slightly. Wouldn’t it make sense that he was her co-conspirator, with whom she had been secretly corresponding for over a decade?

Three days – that is how long I’d told my husband I’d be staying in Kanazawa for. Long enough, I was hoping, to obtain proof that Yokota was a paedophile, and that he was still in touch with Kajii. If I could show that proof to Rika, I’d be able to win her back, and prove Kajii’s guilt.

I realised that Yokota was staring at the pet carrier dangling from my right hand. Smiling inwardly, I rested the carrier on the floor, opened the flap, and showed him Melanie’s dry nose.

‘I brought my dog Melanie with me. You don’t mind, do you?’

‘Erm, I’m not so keen on dogs. You didn’t mention that in your . . .’ Yokota trailed off. I was of course aware that he hated dogs. I had tracked down his blog, in which he wrote about his favourite anime series. From his conversations in the comments column with the blog’s handful of readers, I had managed to put together a complete picture of him as a person.

‘I’m sorry. It’s just that she really can’t do without me. I don’t know what my husband would do to her if I left her with him. She’s getting old, and needs care.’

I had to get my way on this. I summoned the negotiating skills I’d acquired while I was working at the PR company, working to eliminate my partner’s choices and leave no opportunity for counter-arguments.

‘My parents live in Yamagata, but we don’t have a good relationship, and I haven’t seen them in years and years. My best friend, who I’ve known for a while, is here in Tokyo. She’s travelling abroad on business at the moment, but she’ll be back next week, and my plan is to go and live with her. Could Melanie and I stay here until then? Just three nights.’

There was no way I could tolerate the stuffy air of this room any longer than that. I stepped into the living room, forcing Yokota to move out of the way and trampling across magazines and ramen cups as I moved, and went around opening all the windows. The air that filtered in smelled faintly of petrol, but it was clean and freely circulating, and I inhaled deeply. Far off in the night sky, the lights of what looked like an incinerator flashed red. Behind me, Yokota mumbled, ‘You’re a bit different to how I imagined.’

I hurriedly affected a weak smile as I turned around to face him. I was lucky that I was petite and looked young, I thought. He had rejected a physical relationship with a full-bodied woman like Kajii, but maybe someone with a childlike physique like mine would activate his sex drive. That would be my chance to confirm his sexual predilections. The thought filled me with fear, but also expectation. Would I be able to fight him off if I needed to? As far as I could read the situation, though, he seemed hesitant around me.

‘It’s okay, though. Do as you like,’ he mumbled, acquiescently. I wanted to clap my hands together in gratitude.

‘Where do you keep the vacuum cleaner?’

Yokota scratched his head. His sweatshirt was peppered with dandruff. After a pause, he pointed to a yellowing sliding door.

‘You don’t need to worry about vacuuming. You must be tired, you should sleep. The spare room’s on the second floor. There’s a bed there, which used to be my mother’s. I’ll show you where it is.’

‘I’m okay for now.’

I didn’t want to be in the same room with him and a bed.

‘You really don’t need to clean, though. I don’t have any cleaning products or anything like that.’

I smiled and shook my head. Amateurs tend to think that cleaning needs the right equipment, when in fact, making use of whatever is around to clean a room produces a space that feels even cleaner. Besides, I had cotton wool buds, bicarbonate of soda and plastic gloves in my tote bag.

‘I feel so bad about staying here for free. Cleaning is about the only thing I’m good for, so let me at least repay you in that way.’

With that, I headed into the kitchen. There I found a portable one-ring hob, a stainless-steel sink and a hot water dispenser, all filthy with grease and mould. Under the sink I located a bottle of vinegar long past its expiry date that I guessed Kajii must have bought, together with a jar for storing rice. In the sink was a well-used sponge. That was sufficient. Yokota was still standing looking at me.

‘Are you sure you don’t need to sleep? You must be tired. You’ve cut your hand and everything.’

Recalling at last the role I was supposed to be playing, I affected a pained expression as I sheepishly hid my wrist, then put on the plastic gloves.

‘I’m going to do the tiniest bit of cleaning, and then I’ll sleep. Please feel free to go up before me.’ I smiled broadly to shut him up. I had to deal with at least this kitchen and the room I’d be sleeping in. Luckily the house was smaller than my own, so the task would be quick enough if I put my mind to it.

When Yokota finally made his exit, I took off my tights and tore them into four strips. I tied up my hair and put on a mask, changed into a tracksuit that I’d brought with the intention of throwing it away afterwards, and took off my eye patch. Eventually I planned to rip up those clothes also, and use them for cleaning. Using a piece of cardboard I found lying around and the pet training pads I’d brought, I created a toilet for Melanie. I found a comparatively clean-looking bowl, into which I poured bicarbonate of soda and water, stirring the mixture with a disposable chopstick I picked off the floor. I felt as though if I stopped at any point I’d be swallowed up by anxiety, so I kept on moving single-mindedly. I cleaned the sink, used the sponge to wipe the place down, threw everything on the floor into the bin, then vacuumed. Melanie emerged nervously from the carrier, sticking her nose into one of the ramen cups. I frantically whisked it away from her, pouring some water into a bowl that I offered her. I gazed down at the pale pink tip of her lapping tongue.

I set my phone to play some music at a low volume, to keep up my morale. After I’d worked non-stop for just under an hour, the ground floor was unrecognisable. The flooring was now totally visible, and the strange smell had vanished. Taking Melanie, I climbed the creaky flight of stairs to the floor on which Yokota was sleeping. The tiled bathroom and the toilet were horrendously dirty. I gave up on the idea of washing this evening. I found a container of toilet cleaner with a little bit remaining, laid some toilet paper over the seat and then poured the fluid on. From through the green wall with its grainy texture, I could hear the high-pitched voices and frenetic music of an anime programme.

Every time Melanie sidled up to me, I would bend down and stroke her neck, from time to time offering her a dog biscuit or some of the food I’d brought with me.

‘I’m really sorry, baby. You’re tired after that long journey, aren’t you? I’m going to make somewhere for you to rest now.’

When I finally dragged my heavy body up to the second floor, it was past four in the morning. I stepped inside the room with Melanie, then closed and locked the door behind me. The room was an unusual hexagram shape, only about twelve square metres in size. Its only contents were some stacks of magazines tied up with plastic string, an electric heater, seven empty cardboard boxes, a dusty plastic Christmas tree, and a low bed of the kind used for nursing that must have belonged to Yokota’s mother. There was also a mouldy-looking futon folded into four. This was the room in which Kajii must have slept. The very thought made me feel like no amount of scrubbing would be sufficient to clean it to my satisfaction, but my physical strength was reaching its limit, and I kept my dusting to a minimum. I turned on the heater, and decided to cover the futon in newspaper and sleep on it. Whatever happened to me, I told myself, Melanie would protect me. If Yokota were to force open the door, while I couldn’t rely on her to bite him sufficiently hard to keep him off, I knew that she’d least bark and alert me to the danger. I made a bed for her out of a pile of towels, but she seemed anxious in her new environment, padding round and round in circles and beginning to whimper. I had to do my best to keep her quiet. I called her over and massaged her, lying down on the futon as I waited for her to calm down. I pictured Kajii’s large body occupying the space that mine did now.

‘Goodnight, Melanie.’

I missed Rika. A cold sensation spreading through my body alerted me to her newly unfamiliar absence.

The truth was, I wanted to go on travelling with Rika forever.
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I woke up to the sensation of something soft and warm touching my cheek. It took me a moment to realise it was Melanie’s nose. She was whimpering, so I scooped her up and brought her into the bed with me. She was getting old, I thought again. It saddened me how her nose was no longer wet. Sleeping on a futon covered in newspaper had left my body chilled through, and thanks to my late-night cleaning spell, I’d only had two hours’ sleep. Stroking Melanie’s ruff, I found myself growing sleepy. But no, I thought to myself, I had to get up.

As I was making my way down the stairs, I heard Yokota’s loud snoring.

‘Let’s go for a walk before breakfast, okay, Melanie?’

I put on the eye patch and applied plasters to my bare face, pulled on my coat, and stepped outside with Melanie. After my trip up north, the cool air of the morning felt soft. I heard the hammering of metal, and saw trails of smoke rising up here and there, feeling with my whole body the town shifting into motion, as if wound up with a key. Melanie stayed by my side, her lead hanging limply between us like a ribbon – not taut as it had always been when I took her out for walks in the past. I figured that this recent change to her environment might well have been a stressor.

I came to a flight of stone steps leading up to the bank of the river having barely encountered a soul.

The air by the river smelled of cool, wet soil, and I breathed it in deeply, letting the back of my throat swell out. Thanks to the haze in the air, the river appeared to go on forever, and the Keihin–Tōhoku Line cut horizontally through the sky. The wide-open scenery felt good. I passed a group of girls out jogging – the volleyball team at a local middle school by the looks of it, doing their early morning practice. I had heard that Yokota helped out with the admin at a local cram school, which was run by an acquaintance of a relative. The cram school was aimed at kids taking their middle- and high-school entrance exams, so girls of exactly this age would doubtless be passing in and out all the time. That detail of his life only strengthened my conviction in my hypothesis.

I’m really sorry this is happening. It’s like . . . I care about you too much or something. Out of nowhere, I heard Ryō’s voice in my head. As I let my feet follow where Melanie led, I remembered his face, the feel of his hand.

I feel weird about doing that stuff with someone when they feel like family to me. You’re like a younger sister or even a daughter to me, Reiko – a breakable thing, whom I love so much. I can get a bit rough with that stuff, and I never want to do anything like that with you.

That was the first time I discovered Ryō’s preference for rough sex. When I asked him how long I’d have to wait until we could do it again, he’d looked pained and said, ‘We will have kids someday. Please trust me. I need you to be patient for the moment.’

I’m the opposite of Ryō. It’s with the man that I’ve chosen to be my family, and only with him, that I want to do it. As the boundaries between mine and Ryō’s two bodies grew so close I could scarcely tell them apart, my sex drive, which had been so weak before getting married, grew stronger and stronger. I felt desperate to have sex with the familiar presence who was sleeping soundly next to me, utterly relaxed, our bodies’ smells so intermingled as to be practically the same. Ryō’s words echoed my father’s so closely as to be uncanny.

I stood staring into the river until Melanie tugged gently at the lead, bringing me back to myself.

On the way home, we passed a twenty-four-hour supermarket. I popped in and bought bathroom cleaner and kitchen sponges, as well as some eggs, butter and other dairy products, seasonal vegetables and fruits, meat and seasonings. It wasn’t at all expensive. This would be a good area to bring up children, I thought. In a hundred-yen shop, I bought a thin, papery apron. I had no intention of being here for long, so I wanted to keep my expenditure to a minimum.

When I got back to the house, I felt a wave of satisfaction to see the sparkling-clean kitchen lit up by the morning sun. I remembered a recipe for pancakes made with yoghurt and cream cheese I’d once found in a book called Anti-Ageing for Dogs. I poured the mixture into a heated frying pan, cooking a whole stack of thin golden-coloured pancakes one after another. Hearing the sound of footsteps coming down the stairs, I looked around. It seemed Yokota had finally stirred.

‘Can’t you keep that dog quiet? It made such a racket last night I didn’t get a wink of sleep,’ Yokota said, his tone so irritable he seemed like a different person to the one I’d met the previous evening. Now dressed in a black sweater and jeans, he looked like an ordinary middle-aged man, one you might expect to come with a wife and children. If I’d messed up somewhere along the line, I might well have found myself married to a man like this. ‘At this rate, I wouldn’t be surprised if the neighbours complained. Then it’s you who’ll be in trouble.’

I found myself tensing reflexively. There I’d been, thinking that Yokota didn’t have it in him to make demands of or threats to a woman. He seemed totally uninterested by the transformation that had happened to his house, sitting with his legs under the low heated table, and staring down rudely at the breakfast arranged there.

‘You’re serving me the same food as the dog?’

He appeared to have worked out that Melanie was eating the same meal from her dish on the kitchen floor. I smiled broadly, resisting his overt disgust. I was far more concerned about Melanie’s health than pleasing Yokota.

‘They’re just as tasty for humans!’ I said, taking an exaggerated bite out of one of the miniature pancakes. Yokota’s expression remained stern. I couldn’t suppress the irritation inside me. He’d presented himself as someone so helpless, fretting about his diet of ready-meals, yet here was someone serving him proper home-cooked food, and all he did was find fault. This is why people like you stay single, I thought to myself. The longer I kept a smile plastered across my face, the harsher the words inside my head grew.

‘Forget it. I’m not hungry, anyway.’ He threw down his fork. My hatred assumed clear contours inside me.

Pouring a cup of coffee, I said, ‘Is work busy at the moment?’

‘Yep.’

‘How many children are there at the cram school?’

‘Depends on the day.’

This was like an interview, I thought. Over email he’d said often how much he wanted someone to talk to, but you’d never have guessed it to look at him. Now Yokota got up from the table without touching his pancakes, put on a down jacket with protruding feathers hanging from the wall, and headed for the door.

‘Don’t go into my room. Under any circumstances.’

‘Have a good day!’ I called out, but no reply came. Would the scorn I felt come leaking out, I wondered, regardless of how well I painted over it with a smile? I’d thought that wrapping a man like him around my little finger would be easy. I waited for the sound of the door closing, then darted upstairs to the first floor. As I suspected, his bedroom was unlocked.

Did he trust me, or was he just careless? Or another possibility: was he trying to test me? It appeared as though his experience of caring for his mother hadn’t smartened him up at all. Or maybe all of his tales of caring for her were in fact a lie. It seemed entirely possible that he had left all of that to relatives and care workers.

The smell of sweat in his room was so strong it stung my eyes. I took in the yellowing futon left out on the floor, a rack crammed full of anime DVDs that looked ready to come tumbling down at any time, and endless figurines and posters with illustrated pictures of young girls. All of it just as I’d imagined. I set to work immediately.

And yet, however hard I looked, I couldn’t find the incriminating material I was after – actual pornography.

I decided to take a look at the anime he appeared to have been watching most recently. With a rubber-gloved finger, I pressed the sickeningly sticky play button on the DVD player. Shoving his futon and the manga out of the way, I cleared a space for myself to sit. I had confidence that I’d be able to stand whatever scenes would appear, but in the end my sense of exasperation outdid any feeling of distaste. So much was demanded of the fourteen-year-old heroine: she had to be cute, innocent, strong, obedient, hard-working and sexy. If this was all you watched, it stood to reason a real woman was going to seem difficult to handle and more trouble than she was worth.

I ejected the DVD and booted up the PC on the desk. I’d thought in advance about options for what his password would be, but I still rolled my eyes at how simple a code it was to crack: the birthday of Jelly Wizard’s heroine. I pored meticulously through his email and chat history. I found some conversations with Kajii, but they dated from before her arrest, and their content was more or less the same as what had been read out in court. Everything I found seemed to suggest that they’d met after 2012, and their relationship had developed in a short time online.

Which meant that, placed in exactly the same circumstances as I was currently, Kajii had managed to win Yokota’s love and trust. Starting to feel dizzy, I moved away from the desk, crouching down on the floor and wrapping my arms around my knees. I wasn’t yet ready to abandon my hypothesis. Was it possible that, unperceptive as that would make him, Yokota had got close to Kajii without ever realising that she was the elder sister of the young girl he’d targeted back then? It was plausible that he’d come to be manipulated by her without realising it.

Just like how I’d been guided to this place by what she’d told me, from the other side of that perspex screen.

At our very first meeting, Kajii had somehow seen through me, and perceived the things that I’d been covering up all these years: the distance between me and my husband, the fact I’d hidden my true feelings from Rika, how I never felt truly relaxed around other people, that my malice towards my parents was the main driving force in my life.

I had liked my job. I’d given it my all, and I’d built up strong, trusting relationships with several people. And yet, in the same proportion that I’d done things right, I’d got things wrong. Whenever I put all of my energy into promoting some product or other, people would timidly caution me that maybe I was ‘going too far’. Through a number of conflicts, I came to be a person whom others spoke ill about.

What a poor soul you are! Here am I, all locked up, yet you’re far, far more lonely than I am. Rika’s desperate to be my friend. She’s adorable, isn’t she? She’s become so fixated by me that I’ve grown quite fond of her. It looks like you’re about to lose her . . .

Since the day I met Kajii, my mind hasn’t stopped racing. Whatever happens, I can’t bear to lose Rika. In a way, it’s as if I’ve had a crush on her ever since we met in our first year of university.

Feeling a warmth beside me, I looked down to see Melanie. I reached out a hand, touching her long, soft fur, slightly coarsened by age. I felt the stagnant sensation in my fingers disappear. Ever since touching that cow in Akiyama’s farm, I had been dying to stroke my Melanie. How much I’d like to become the kind of creature whose very presence soothes, I thought – the kind of creature who can unconditionally affirm someone’s existence just by turning their black eyes on them.

The rest of the day, I cleaned for over eight hours, transforming the bathroom, toilet and the second-floor storage room so it would have met the approval of the most exacting of clean-freaks. Come evening, I set about preparing dinner. I figured that someone like Yokota would feel wary of any dish that was new to him. After thinking it through carefully, I used the ingredients I’d bought that morning to make potato croquettes and vegetable stew.

Yokota came home just after seven. Casting one look at the meal set out on the low table, he said, ‘I don’t like konnyaku. And I don’t eat carrots, either.’

He was lying. ‘But you ate the oden and the borscht that Kajii made you!’ I wanted to scream. ‘You told her how delicious it was, and asked for another serving. You poured the soup over your rice, making her frown disapprovingly!’

As Yokota stabbed at the freshly made croquettes with his chopsticks, he murmured, ‘This reminds me of her.’

Here we go, I thought, finally. I pushed down my exhilaration as best I could, and served his rice with as nonchalant a face as I could muster.

‘You mean the woman you lived with for a little while? I think you’ve mentioned her to me before. You met on the same site we met on, right?’ As I made my careful enquiries, I scooped up the soup with a ladle, avoiding the konnyaku and the carrots. In his emails to me, Yokota had boasted of how a woman had once lived in this house with him – neglecting, of course, to mention that Kajii had only been here a couple of days before she was arrested.

‘Yeah. She’d make loads of different dishes that she’d set out on the table. It reminded me of when my mum was still well. It was a lot of fun, eating with her.’

‘She must have been a wonderful woman.’

‘Nah, she was ugly as anything. Fat, too. Fat as a pig.’ Saying this, he snickered, and I felt a shiver running down my spine.

In contrast to his schoolboy way of speaking, his eyes flashed defiantly as if he were taking on the world.

It struck me then that I’d encountered many people like this before: boys who approached the girls with an obsessive attachment, mingled with both desire and sadism. Luckily, I wasn’t the type who people like that went for, but their cruel teasing and bullying of other girls that I witnessed in the classroom had stunned me. If you told the teacher or confronted them about it, you’d be ostracised not only by the boys doing the teasing but also by their female victims as well. My mother always said that was just how boys were, that they were shy, and so teased the girls they liked, but it still made me hate them. That hatred had informed my decision to go to a girls’ school.

When the topic at hand was Kajii, Yokota seemed like a totally different person. His gestures became animated, and he spoke so fast that it was easy to lose track of what he was saying.

‘When you looked properly, though, there was something kind of pleasing about her roundness. She was fat, for sure, but just about within the tolerable range, I guess. Her skin was good, or okay, at least. When you were sat opposite her, she started to seem kind of attractive. She had a nice voice. Women are five times hotter when they’ve got nice voices.’

My voice is comparatively low, for a woman. As I was thinking this, Yokota was going on about how Kajii’s voice resembled the voice of an anime character played by a particular voice actress, seemingly oblivious to the dinner set out in front of him. I got the sense that he didn’t really care whether I was there or not. I watched as the crispy spikes on the croquette batter gradually wilted and grew soft.

‘She was really devoted to me, as well.’

Even after his romance had ended the way it did, Yokota seemed to have learned nothing. If I’d had the same experience, I wouldn’t have gone back to internet dating, and I certainly wouldn’t have let a strange woman in my house again.

‘Do you still love her?’

In response to this direct question, Yokota pulled an exasperated expression, the exact same face that boys my age had made at me when I was a kid. Maybe within this tiny body of mine was secreted the special power to make any desire in members of the opposite sex shrivel up.

‘Were you romantically involved with her?’

Yokota sucked in his cheeks and pouted.

‘No way! I couldn’t do it with someone that fat if they begged me.’

Even when the woman in question was Kajii, I found it hard to hear a man denigrating a woman’s appearance like this. I decided to change tack.

‘You and her were from the same part of the country, right? Is it possible you’d met one another before, back when you lived there?’

I looked at him, determined not to miss the look that passed across his face.

‘If we did I don’t remember it.’

Was it suspicious that he ended the conversation like this?

He didn’t comment on the taste of the food, either, which further fuelled my irritation. He couldn’t have faulted it if he wanted to. The crispy croquettes were a magnificent golden brown. I’d put in curry powder for maximum flavour, and melted cheese hidden in the batter.

‘Do you like the food?’

Yokota looked momentarily nonplussed by the question, then mumbled something incomprehensible as he chewed. He hadn’t said a single word of appreciation this whole time. It seemed that, even if I did the same things as Kajii had done, there was something different about me. I had the urge to yell out, ‘What’s missing? What am I doing wrong?’ It was clear that the two of us despised one another.

‘Would you prefer toast for breakfast? Or rice?’

Even the way that he snapped back ‘Toast’, as if it were totally obvious, I found almost unbearably objectionable.

A desire that I didn’t usually confront suddenly flashed before my eyes as if lit up in fluorescent lights: If only Rika were a man.
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Breakfast this morning was home-baked bagels with bacon and eggs and home-made jam.

‘I made these bagels myself. You know you can make them in a frying pan?’

Stop it, I said to myself, and yet I seemed incapable of preventing myself from seeking his approval. When I showed off like this to Ryō, he would look impressed and stroke my hair, but this guy simply nodded, not showing the slightest bit of interest in what I was saying.

‘Roughly what time will you be home?’

‘Did you go into my room yesterday?’

Knowing that if I gave a firm answer in either direction I was doomed, I smiled as ambiguously as I could. Yokota turned to me with the look of someone who felt they held the monopoly on common sense. Around me, he acted as though he were perfectly well adapted to society.

‘Are you lying to me? You don’t look to me like someone who’s the victim of domestic violence. You don’t seem scared of men, either.’

The bandage on my wrist was long gone, and today for the first time I’d left the eye patch off, thinking it was probably no longer necessary. I’d underestimated him. It stood to reason that he might feel wary of me, and that it would top even his hatred. I found it bizarre. He clearly wasn’t satisfied by me waiting on him hand and foot. And yet, Kajii had been accepted by him – and accepted with a readiness that had stunned the world.

‘Well, whatever. You’re leaving today or tomorrow anyway, aren’t you?’

It shocked me to realise that I’d totally forgotten about that element of my plan. I felt far from at home here, but I hadn’t yet accomplished my aim in coming.

‘What’s your real goal?’ Yokota’s gaze was acutely direct. I found it stranger and stranger that someone with a sense of suspicion this healthy had managed to live with Kajii.

‘Will you be back about eight?’ I responded, avoiding his question. ‘I’ll make something nice and warming for dinner. Try and be back as early as you can!’ I smiled, attempting with all my might to affect a maternal aura, but Yokota stared back at me as if beholding something horrifying. After the door had closed, I stood for a while at a loss. Melanie placed her nose on top of the table, gazing with interest at the remains of the breakfast spread. I gave her one of the dog biscuits I’d made, then went over to the sink and turned on the tap to wash up. The spray hit my face and I snapped back to myself with a start.

What was I doing, trying to win him over like this? I could hardly believe my own behaviour. What was I trying to achieve? How could I possibly attain a pass mark in this task I’d set myself? I was already well beyond an age where I could blame this on my parents.

My plan was to make a cream stew with potatoes, onions and broccoli. No carrots, of course. As I always tried to do, I’d curated a menu that took into consideration the physical state of the person I was cooking for and the ingredients I had at hand. The trick to making lump-free béchamel sauce was not to scrimp on butter, and to add in the cold milk in one go. I wanted, at least once, to make a meal that Yokota would compliment. I felt like I couldn’t leave this place until I’d at least got a pass mark from him.

But hang on . . . This is . . .

My hand gripping the ladle paused, and I looked up, through the wire mesh, at the sparkling clean extraction fan with not a single speck of dust on it. For a moment I felt a flash of satisfaction at what I’d achieved in such a short space of time.

I hurriedly tried to push away the thought that was taking shape in my mind. If I accepted it, I knew I wouldn’t be able to go back to my life as it was before. It would mean accepting defeat to her. The fan twisted before my eyes. And yet, I couldn’t stop myself from voicing it.

This is no different to living with Ryō.

The two were totally different people. Yet was I not exactly the same whoever I lived with? What I did was identical. I immersed myself in the housework, scrubbing and polishing away, making meals tailored to the needs of the person I was living with. I would ask, again and again, whether they liked it. There was no sexual tension, no flirtatious interaction. And then an uncontrollable rage would begin to form inside me. Could I really say that I loved Ryō? I enjoyed being around him, of course. Enveloped by his large body, I felt a sense of safety. I valued him, and I felt total confidence that he felt the same about me.

Yet I couldn’t rid myself of the sense that if I stopped moving, the merry-go-round called our family would simply cease to rotate. If I stopped moving, then I wouldn’t be loved. And if I was the one moving, then I had no proof that I was loved. What did it mean to be loved, in any case? Was it to be needed? Why, then, when I was helping people in this way, did I feel this hollow and miserable?

I had begun to forget that I was here to help Rika, to prove Kajii’s guilt. Owing to my own efforts, my sense of belonging was shrinking away. My breathing grew more laborious. Why was this house so cramped, so oddly shaped?

The doorbell rang. A dull sound. Maybe it needed fixing. Had Yokota come back for something he’d forgotten?

I sighed, wiped my hands on the front of my apron and headed to the door. Melanie looked up at me anxiously, padding obediently behind me.

It was just the same, whoever it was, wherever I was.

Whoever might be standing outside the door, it wouldn’t alter the fact that I was all alone in this world.





Chapter Eleven

Was it because she herself had put on 8 kilos since her first visit? It had been three months since she had started visiting Kajii at the Tokyo Detention House and now, considering the woman before her, Rika found it bizarre that her looks had been so roundly criticised. She wasn’t young and she certainly wasn’t stunningly beautiful, but her appearance was very ordinary. The soft, pale-blue jumper she wore today matched her long, heavy, white skirt. The sense of self-acceptance that welled up from inside her lent her gestures and expressions a springy bounce. But that was all. She was an entirely average woman in her mid-thirties.

Rika saw a trace of fatigue cross Kajii’s face as she considered her demand. Now, as if giving in, Kajii broke her silence and spat out, ‘How would I know! I’m no magician. How would I be able to tell where your friend is right now?’ She shook her hair from side to side in apparent exasperation. The circle of light ringing the crown of her head dissolved. Rika knew she couldn’t turn back now. Besides, Kajii’s words only strengthened her conviction: there was no doubt she knew where Reiko was.

‘Won’t you give me the tiniest hint? Can you think of what you said to Reiko that might have made a strong impression on her?’

Kajii’s gaze roamed the air as if tracing an invisible butterfly. Rika could tell that she was enjoying savouring the stress she was inducing. She hummed, lifted her chubby index finger to her chin and pouted.

‘Perhaps I’m not totally without ideas. But there’s a condition attached to my telling you!’ she squealed. Her eyes once again assumed an ominous glint. Not again, Rika thought, trembling inwardly. ‘How did you kill your father?’

Rika had no memory of having told Kajii about that day, but these kinds of conversational developments no longer surprised her.

‘Answer the question, and I shall do my best to remember what I might have said to Reiko.’

Rika had known since her all-consuming experience in the cowshed in Agano that she could not go for much longer without facing the subject head on. Now, she carefully regulated her breathing, working through each bump of fear one by one.

‘That’s what Reiko told me. The reason you’re so attached to me is that you feel a sense of responsibility for the death of your father while you were in the third year of middle school. It was her opinion that that was probably all bound up in your head with cooking.’

‘I broke a promise to him.’ Rika finally managed to squeeze out. She had a sense that in doing so, she might have elicited a little sympathy – that even Kajii wouldn’t have it in her to probe any further. But Kajii now leaned so far forward that her face looked ready to brush against the acrylic screen.

‘What kind of promise?’

Rika made up her mind. The truth would come out anyway, so she might as well be the one to tell it.

‘I promised to make my father the macaroni gratin I’d learned how to cook in home economics class, and I didn’t.’

‘You? A gratin? I thought you didn’t know even know how to chop an onion.’ Seemingly oblivious to the sensitivity of the subject at hand, Kajii rolled her eyes playfully. Her long, soft eyelashes had been curled to form perfect semicircles.

‘The truth is, I used to really enjoy cooking when I was in middle school. I’d become determined to take over the housework from my mother, who was kept so busy with her work. As a result, I was top in our cooking classes. The teacher would praise whatever group I was in. I was her firm favourite.’

The moment was engraved in Rika’s memory – when she’d taken the gratin out of the oven and held it up proudly in an oven-gloved hand, a round of applause went up across the classroom. She could recall perfectly the golden-brown breadcrumbs, the melted yellow cheese, and the thin skin that had formed across the white sauce.

‘What was the recipe? I am fond of a good gratin. It’s the season for them now, isn’t it? This is rousing my hunger.’

‘You fry chopped onion dusted with flour in butter, and stir in the milk a little at a time. When that’s all absorbed, you add in the macaroni and broccoli boiled in salted water, and prawns simmered in white wine. Then you pour it all into the gratin tin, sprinkle it with cheese, breadcrumbs and parsley, and bake it in the oven for twenty minutes, if I recall correctly.’

To Rika’s surprise, the recipe flowed fluidly from her lips. She could even picture the font in which the recipe had been printed, the rounded lines of the illustrations depicting the various stages. In fact, since the age of fifteen, whenever she’d attempted to make a proper meal, all of it would come back to her vividly – the scrap of loose leaf paper on which she had jotted down various tips for doing it extra well, the branches of the school magnolia tree visible from the window, the path to the home economics classroom which she had walked with her friends, chanting lines from the recipe as if they were lyrics to a song. That was why she had avoided even venturing close to a kitchen ever since.

‘Surprisingly orthodox! I imagined it would be a less painstaking version.’

‘I told my dad about it when I spoke to him on the phone, and he said how much he wanted to try it. I would stay with him one weekend a month, so he asked me to make it for him next time I went round, and I agreed.’

Back then, what Rika had feared the most was silence. When she was with her father, she would talk incessantly, continually coming up with new topics of conversation, intent on allowing no space for him to ask questions about her mother. She felt that if she didn’t play the role of the optimistic, high-energy kid who was unfazed by her parents’ divorce, if she wasn’t perpetually providing entertainment, then she would be eaten up by the loving glances her father sometimes threw her way, by the reckless things that he said. The prince she was at school and the version of her that existed before her father were altogether different creatures. Around her father, Rika was an easy-going, scatter-brained jokester, a chatty young girl who was easily swept along by the latest trends. Even if the alcohol and the bad diet had made him balloon beyond recognition in the two years since she and her mother had left the house, even if he was permanently red-faced and dressed in the same yellowing zip-up hoodie, so long as he was rolling his eyes at something silly she’d said, she could pretend to herself that he wasn’t so changed after all, and find a comfort in that.

‘Okay, next Friday then. I’m looking forward to it. At seven? It’s fine if you’re early.’

That day, Rika’s volleyball practice had dragged on. It was that time of year when the sun had begun setting earlier. As Rika looked up at the deep blue of the sky and pulled the lapels of her regulation pea coat tightly around her neck, the thought of getting on the Chūō Line, shopping for ingredients in the supermarket by the station, and then heading to her father’s apartment seemed impossibly arduous. She hadn’t told her mother this, but since the two of them had left, there was no sign that the Mitaka apartment had been cleaned even once, and the sinks and the bath were now so mouldy it made her hair stand on end. She wouldn’t wash when she stayed, and always requested to eat out if possible.

These days, her father barely went into university any longer, instead staying home and writing papers the whole time, and the wallpaper had been stained brown by all the cigarettes he smoked. If she was going to cook, she’d have to first clean the kitchen, at the very least. She felt envy bubbling up in her towards her classmates, innocently joking around, of a kind she’d never felt before. Rika was the only girl in her class whose parents were divorced.

When she called her father from the pay phone and told him that she couldn’t go over that evening after all because they’d been informed there was a test on Monday, which she had to revise for, it was the first time she’d ever lied to him. ‘Oh, okay,’ her father had said, calmly, and made to put the phone down, but she’d heard him give a loud sigh. In that moment of silence, Rika’s stomach had squeezed into a tight ball.

Then he said, in a cold voice, ‘You think I’m an idiot, don’t you? You and your mother both. Some daughter you are.’

When she made to reply, to laugh and deny it, saying, of course I don’t think you’re stupid, what are you saying, she realised that this was the same sort of accusation he’d hurled at her mother night after night. She lost the power to speak. Standing in the phone box, she wanted to hold her head and scream. She’d been so committed to making sure he never felt that way about her, and now, with one bad judgement call on her part, all her efforts had gone to waste. She put down the phone without saying a thing.

‘My father was all on his own,’ Rika said now to Kajii. ‘I was the only person who went to his apartment. He was too proud to ask for help from anybody. He had a few drinking buddies by the sounds of things, but nobody he could talk to about his worries. He was starved for the kind of meal you eat with other people. I found the look he’d given me when I was leaving, that lingering gaze, too much to bear. That day, I lied to my mum too, and told her that I’d been round to see my dad but decided not to stay the night, because the test was approaching. She didn’t suspect a thing. When I tried to call him on Monday, there was no answer. At first, I thought nothing of it. But come Wednesday morning, when he still didn’t pick up, I had a bad feeling about it. I told my teacher I wanted to leave school early, and went rushing over to Mitaka.’

She could remember the looks that her friends shot her then. Of course they were worried about Rika, dashing off pale-faced, but they were also excited by the dramatic nature of the tragedy which their prince-like classmate was going through, and which they themselves almost certainly never would.

‘He died of a stroke. By the time I found him, he’d been dead three days. I only glimpsed him lying face down on the floor from where I was standing in the door, but his body was already beginning to decay . . . Afterwards, I read up all about it. If I’d met him that Friday, made him dinner, stayed overnight and the next day, I might have noticed the early signs of a stroke.’

After a while, Kajii finally said quietly, ‘It wasn’t your fault. You were just a child, and besides, it doesn’t sound as though his death was avoidable, whatever you might have done.’

Her eyes, which had narrowed to fine threads suddenly popped wide open. ‘Is that what you thought I’d say? Hmm?’

Her nostrils flared and the flesh of her cheeks jutted out. Her lips glistened. With the smile of someone full of their very favourite food, Kajii pointed at her.

‘I’ve finally understood why you’re so attached to me. As you yourself know full well, you’re a murderer. Virtually the same as me. The reason you can’t take your eyes off me is because you seek validation. If I’m proven innocent, you’ll be able to forgive yourself. It’ll be two birds with one stone.’

Rika felt the tension she’d been holding inside her body relax. She felt a far greater sense of redemption at this pronouncement than by the words Reiko had uttered at Niigata Station: ‘It’s not your fault.’ This woman who didn’t tolerate other women had made an exception for her.

Kajii was right, Rika thought. I killed him. For the first time she accepted the fact calmly: Rika Machida was a murderer.

It wasn’t an oversight. She had deliberately forsaken her father, and killed him as a result. Thanks to her doing, both she and her mother had been liberated. She loved him, she felt sorry for how incapable he was, not a day went by that she didn’t think of him, and she couldn’t forgive herself, but killing him had enabled her to move forward.

‘If I did kill anybody,’ Kajii said, ‘then my method was the same as yours. I simply stopped making myself available. I withdrew the lavish care I had been providing for them up until that point. Somewhere in your heart you’re glad that you killed your father. You were relieved to find out he’d died, were you not?’

She was right. The ambulance workers who’d spread a blue plastic sheet from the entranceway of the apartment had dealt with her father’s body out of her sight. One of them then returned to where Rika was standing with the caretaker and said, ‘I’m sorry to inform you—’ What had come out of Rika’s mouth was a line even she knew to be unfeeling:

‘He’s dead, isn’t he?’

She wanted him to be dead beyond doubt. If he’d somehow managed to survive in a compromised state, it would have been even more restrictive for Rika and her mother.

‘I was the same. When they died off, one by one, I felt a weight lifting from my shoulders. That’s one less person to take care of, I thought.’

Rika did have regrets. If she could have that time again, she would go to her father’s place and make the gratin. But she also imagined what it would have been like if her father had carried on living as he was. The father whose very existence felt like a weight around her neck – she still didn’t know for sure if she loved him or hated him.

‘You really didn’t kill them, then? You never actually laid hands on them?’

Kajii shook her head. In that moment, Rika believed her entirely. This is the truth, she thought. This is what I’ve been coming here all this time for – this moment.

‘Did you have the intention to kill them, though? That will be what the trial hinges on.’

‘You could say I did, or you could say I didn’t. Isn’t that always how it is? Spend enough time with someone and there’ll inevitably be moments when you find them a nuisance and wish they’d disappear.’

Rika recalled the enormity of the irritation she’d felt towards Reiko and her stubbornness in Niigata. Had Reiko sensed that somehow? she now wondered. She felt a shiver down her spine.

‘My motive was the same as yours. One day, out of the blue, they just became too much. The faces of people who thought nothing of making endless demands, of being constantly given things. The way they sat at the table simply waiting to be served, not lifting a finger. Their certainty that they would be taken care of, without even having to try. I began, in an instant, to hate them. I couldn’t be bothered to buy seasonal ingredients, prepare them, cook, choose the plates, serve up the food, then clear away the dishes and wash up for people like that. When I stopped being in touch, when I stopped doing the housework and the cooking, they panicked. Some of them became hyper-suspicious and their behaviour took on a stalkerish air. Some of them, after returning to life alone, began neglecting themselves, and suffered physically as a result. Like babies, all of them, whose mother had ceased looking after them. It’s odd, isn’t it? Once I had found their incompetence, their reliance on me adorable. I believed, up until that point, that I liked pleasing them. Yet I suddenly saw that it was always just me, working away frenziedly, all alone.’

Rika didn’t fail to notice the slight change in Kajii’s expression, the note of sorrow that went sliding across her peach-hued face.

‘Don’t get the wrong idea. I like serving men and giving them pleasure. Women who don’t don’t deserve the name. But being with just one man, a changeable woman like me gets bored.’

‘And yet you haven’t given up looking for a marriage partner?’

‘It’s just that I haven’t met the right person yet.’

‘I feel like what you’re saying isn’t—’

‘Cooking is enjoyable, but the moment it becomes a duty, it grows boring. The same is true of sex, and fashion, and beauty. When you’re forced to do something, it becomes a chore, and the pleasure disappears.’

Rika’s body felt heavy. She knew this was important, and yet she couldn’t bring herself to ask a question.

‘The kind of wife that the men on those sites are looking for is, at base, a woman with no sense of life about her. Their ideal partner would be a kind of ghost.’

It wasn’t at all hot in the room, and yet Rika’s armpits were slick with lukewarm sweat. Even the gap between her sleeves and her wrists felt clammy.

‘The quickest way for a modern Japanese woman to gain the love of a man is to become corpse-like. The kind of men who want those women are dead themselves. Indeed, it’s because they’re dead that they’re so terrified of anyone with a sense of life about them. If those men hadn’t met me, if I hadn’t rejected them, they’d quite probably have died anyway. They were never really here to begin with.’

Maybe it isn’t only the victims, Rika thought. Maybe I, also, have been dead for a long time. And not just me, either, but Makoto, and Reiko, and Ryōsuke, and Shinoi, and my mother. The only truly living person is this woman right in front of me. Which is why, as furious as everyone is with her, they can’t take their eyes off her. They have to keep on watching her from across the dividing line between life and death, as she burns through the rest of her life, living out her desires.

‘But why, when you’re so full of that life force, were you attractive to those half-dead people then?’

‘I wonder. Ghosts are souls who can’t cross over to the afterlife, aren’t they? They float around in this one, attaching themselves to the living.’

‘What you’re saying is so bizarre, and yet I feel like I understand it.’

Rika’s mouth seemed to be moving of its own accord. Her thoughts were coming out unadulterated.

‘I don’t really know what it’s about, but there are times when I feel as though I’m not participating at all in the scene in front of me.’

‘Talking to you is so much fun,’ Kajii said, smiling innocently. It was a smile like a warm breeze carrying a flurry of petals into the room, a smile that instantly made the space more vibrant. ‘Talking with women can be fun, after all. I suppose we’ve opened our hearts to one another. I feel like I’ve finally understood what you’ve been saying all this time.’

Don’t go along with this any further, Rika warned herself. She could tell that the prison officer was eyeing the clock. Perhaps there were fewer visitors than usual today, because he’d let them talk for over twenty minutes, but their limit was surely approaching.

‘To return to your promise. Will you tell me where Reiko is?’

Kajii shot Rika a bored look. She opened her mouth and spoke slowly, as if the very act of doing so were extraordinarily bothersome.

‘This was what I said to her. How many tigers did it take to turn into butter?’

The Story of Little Babaji. Reiko was the only person that Rika had talked to about that story – but she supposed that Kajii had managed to figure it out from something Reiko had coincidentally let slip. When it came to information that would help her manipulate others, Kajii’s nose was nothing if not acute.

‘When I said that, her expression totally changed . . .’ Kajii’s expression, too, was changing as she spoke. Her face crumpled like a baby’s on the verge of crying and her skin took on a deep red tinge. ‘You go on about this woman all the time. Are you that concerned about her? And on the day that I’m prepared to open up to you, too! I’ve told you things that would get me in trouble with my lawyer if he found out about them, and you don’t even seem pleased.’ Kajii made no attempt to hide her anger with Rika. ‘I’m tired. Leave now.’

Rika had planned to end the meeting herself for once, but in the end Kajii got there first.

It was three months since Rika had last got off at this particular station on the Den-en-Toshi Line. On leaving the Detention House, her plan had been to go to a restaurant near Ayase Station, but before she knew what she was doing, she was standing in front of the ticket gates, calling Ryōsuke.

‘I’ve still not heard from Reiko,’ he told her. His voice had a floating, ungraspable quality to it. ‘I’m think I’m going to go to the police. I can’t get any work done, so I’ve left work early.’

‘Can I come over? There’s something I’d like to talk to you about.’

Outside the station, in Reiko’s neighbourhood, Rika headed straight for the same supermarket that she had visited before. Hunting for butter here at the end of last year now seemed to her like a distant memory.

Rika was fairly sure that Reiko would have cheese, flour and breadcrumbs at home, so she didn’t bother to look for them. Into her shopping basket she tossed macaroni, frozen prawns, and onions. In the dairy section, she deliberated before picking up a 500ml carton of milk and then began looking for the butter.

Due to product shortages, sales of butter are currently limited to one item per customer.

It was the same notice as before, but there was far more stock lining the shelves than there had been last December. She picked up a pack of salted Snow Brand butter and headed to the cash registers.

With the sunset sky as a backdrop, the lines of tightly packed houses snaked their way up the hill. Housewives doing their shopping for the evening meal came and went. Once upon a time, Rika would have felt overpowered by their unerring sense of purpose, but now she blended in among them with no discomfort.

She pushed the button to the Sayama house intercom. The planters housing a mix of violas and daisies looked as well-kept and brightly coloured as ever. She reminded herself that it had only been five days since Reiko left the house.

‘Hi. Thanks for letting me come.’

Something felt markedly different about the house from her last visit. It wasn’t that it was messy. Perhaps it had something to do with Ryōsuke’s large form filling the hall, but it felt narrower. Rika hadn’t thought he smoked, but she could smell cigarette smoke in the air. His feet were bare, he wore a sweatshirt and tracksuit bottoms, and she surmised from the pallor of his face that he hadn’t been sleeping properly.

‘Is it okay to use your kitchen? I want to make macaroni gratin. Will you taste it for me?’

‘What’s this about? Gratin? Right now I . . . I’d feel bad about you going to all that trouble.’

Rika insisted. She wasn’t trying to express her gratitude – she had simply come to use his oven. She thought too that knowing someone else would be tasting it would make her up her game.

‘I’m sure it won’t be as good as Reiko’s, but still. If you tell me where the knives and chopping boards live, I’ll figure out the rest.’

Ryōsuke followed her into the living room and gazed at her with a worried expression.

The moment Rika stepped into the kitchen, she felt all the sensations that she’d kept locked away since that day she’d planned to go to her father’s come rushing out in one go. Ryōsuke, it seemed, rarely ventured inside the kitchen, and he couldn’t tell her where anything was. Luckily, it was tidy, and both the sugar and salt were kept in labelled transparent containers, so that Rika got the feel for things soon enough. She had expected to find dirty plates piled up in the sink, but its metal bowl was sparkling clean, and all the taps were spotless. Thanks to her experience at Shinoi’s place, she understood better how to use an oven. The fitted oven beneath the hob was new, and its door less heavy than Shinoi’s, making it easier to open and close.

Beside the microwave stood a row of cookery books. She pulled out one called Home Cooking, which featured a range of Japanese and Western dishes, with dated-looking brightly coloured photographs. She checked the index to find the page number of the recipe for macaroni gratin. Given how yellowed the pages were, it seemed to have been used a fair amount, but there was not a single oil or food stain on it, proof of how carefully Reiko treated her possessions.

‘For lump-free béchamel sauce, use plenty of butter and pour in the milk in one go,’ Reiko had noted in pencil. Seeing her smooth, fluid writing felt to Rika like coming across a much-appreciated road sign. And she hadn’t known that white sauce was also known as béchamel. The instructions didn’t say to dust the chopped onion with flour before frying it, as she’d learned in home economics. In fact, there was no frying the flour at all – instead, you simply stirred it into melted butter. She set the oven to heat to the stipulated temperature.

Just as she’d expected, she found cheese, breadcrumbs and dried parsley inside the spotless fridge. She washed the onions, the cold of the water chilling her to the bone. With reddened fingers, she began peeling their skin. When the smooth white appeared beneath, she placed the onions on the chopping board and inserted the knife. As she’d learned in home economics, she cut it in half vertically, then chopped it perpendicular to the direction of its rings. Her eyes stung, and she blinked repeatedly. She boiled the macaroni according to the instructions on the packet, and stirred in plenty of butter. Once she’d shelled and de-veined the prawns, she poured in some white wine and heated them gently. Watching the prawns curl up and turn a rosy pink, she felt the sticky feeling that had been clinging to her since leaving the Detention House falling away.

Looking for somewhere to throw away the prawn shells and onion skins, her eyes alighted on a square plastic container by the wall. She opened the lid to find separate compartments for burnable and non-burnable waste. The non-burnable section was crammed with empty bento boxes from the convenience store. Now she understood why the kitchen looked untouched. She glanced at Ryōsuke sitting at the table, staring down vacantly at a stack of work papers.

She dropped a knob of butter into a frying pan, waited for it to turn a golden colour, and then added in the flour she’d measured out with a tablespoon. In a matter of seconds, the flour began to absorb the butter, growing sticky. Greedily, it sucked up more and more butter. Mixing the contents of the pan with a whisk, she poured in the milk in one go, watching it transform into a runny cream-like béchamel, then blended in the prawns and the onion.

Opening the overhead cupboard, she found a pair of gratin dishes right away – a bright sunny shade of yellow, which seemed to speak of a happily married couple. She poured in the béchamel sauce with the macaroni added, then sprinkled on the cheese, breadcrumbs and parsley. When she’d transferred the baking tray with the gratin dishes into the preheated oven, Rika took off the oven glove and left the kitchen. Her sense that the gratin was going to turn out well put a bounce in her step.

‘Can I have a look at your bookshelves?’

She waited for Ryōsuke to nod, then made for the bookshelves that occupied an entire wall of the living room. Without hesitating, she pulled out the book she was seeking.

This was where it had all started. If Reiko hadn’t told her about this book, Rika wouldn’t have got close to Kajii. For the three months since encountering this book, Rika had been making her way through the dense jungle, with Reiko by her side, whispering hints to guide her. Yet when she looked around her now, she could only make out herself and Kajii in the hot, humid forest. Reiko was nowhere to be seen.

The pool of golden butter spreading out from the roots of the trees.

Just then, a slip of paper escaped the book’s pages and fluttered to her feet. It looked like a cutting from a weekly magazine. Instinctively sensing that she mustn’t let Ryōsuke see it, she hurriedly picked it up and slid it into her pocket.

‘Would you mind showing me Reiko’s computer? I think it might provide some clues.’

He nodded and took out her laptop from the drawers at the side of the room.

‘I tried to, but I didn’t know her password.’ Ryōsuke shook his head from side to side as he spoke. Rika tried entering Reiko’s birthday, phone number, and the birthdate of her favourite actress, but none of them worked. A rich smell of butter, milk and cheese all melting together came drifting into the room.

‘I don’t think she’s caught up in any kind of trouble,’ said Rika. ‘My sense is that she’s got involved with something of her own volition. Would you mind holding off until tomorrow afternoon to file a police report? It would really help.’

‘Do you have any idea of where she might be?’

Even without looking at Ryōsuke, who was standing behind her, casting his large shadow over her, she could tell his expression was one of exhaustion.

‘Someone from our year at university says she’s got a lead.’

Rika knew that if she turned around now, she’d be outed as lying. At that very moment, the oven timer bleeped. Thanking her lucky stars, Rika slipped past Ryōsuke, turning her back on him. She opened the oven door, her senses drawn to the blue flame and blazing hot air filling the dark space. For a moment, she recalled her moment of glory in the home economics classroom. The cheese was making a seething sound. She smiled to see the burnished brown of its surface.

At least its appearance was passable, she thought in relief, and reached out an oven-gloved hand.

She transferred the gratin dishes onto white plates, brought them over to the table along with forks and cups of water, and sat down opposite Ryōsuke.

Then Rika picked up her fork and pierced the crispy top layer of breadcrumbs. The béchamel sauce cascaded out from underneath like molten lava, and the macaroni and prawns came into view. Feeling a rush of confidence, Rika lifted her first forkful to her mouth. Just as she was exalting in how both the taste and the amount of salt seemed spot on, she felt something rough graze her tongue. A soil-like texture, which ruined the mellow fragrance of the butter and cheese, the smoothness of the sauce, and the squidgy texture of the prawns and macaroni. She tried to ignore it, but it scraped away at the inside of her mouth. After moving her tongue for a while, she dropped her shoulders and put down her fork.

‘The sauce is lumpy, isn’t it? It’s horrible. I’m sorry.’

‘That’s not true! Thank you for doing this.’

It wasn’t that in the intervening eighteen years Rika’s cooking skills had got worse. More likely, on that day, the result would have been the same. She felt her stomach lurch. Rika had been a favourite not just among the other students, but even among the teachers, perhaps because of her home situation. In that small world, whatever she’d done had been praised to the skies.

Ryōsuke went on eating, his face registering no particular emotion. Rika finally understood. Even if she’d made her totally ordinary macaroni gratin for her father that day, he would still have died. His demise had been inevitable. Even if he’d managed, with Rika’s help, to avoid the stroke, he wasn’t the sort of person to amend his ways after a hospital visit or two. He would have collapsed again, afterwards.

The idea that a single home-cooked dish could save a person was a delusion. But how much suffering, how much bondage did that delusion cause for women? To think that a badly made meal like this could have saved somebody’s life was arrogant and self-obsessed in the extreme. However hard she tried, Rika couldn’t have erased her father’s loneliness. Playing the good daughter on that day wouldn’t have altered the situation a jot.

‘I’ve discovered one thing,’ Ryōsuke said now, flatly. ‘I always thought Reiko was popular. But over the last few days I’ve got in touch with people whose contact details I’ve found noted down in her things. It didn’t seem as though any of them really liked her that much. Talking to them, there was no trace of the Reiko I know.’

Rika was about to reply when she saw her phone vibrating in her bag. It was Makoto. He’d called several times today. Still, Rika decided to leave it until later.

‘She was always finding her own way to do things, wasn’t she? It was the same with her relationship with me, and with you. With the flavours she used in the kitchen as well. It was as if in everything she did, she was conducting experiments, figuring things out for herself. Please don’t think that Reiko chose you only because she thought you’d be a good person to have children with.’

When their meal was finished, Rika said her goodbyes and hurried towards the station. She had to get back to the office.

There were four tigers in the story.

Three of Kajii’s lovers were dead. Who, then, was the fourth? Was it not the man who may well have had a narrow escape? That’s who Kajii had been leading Reiko towards. If that was so, then that was where she needed to go too.

At 10 p.m., Rika met Shinoi outside a Belgian beer bar next to the office, and they entered together. There’d been no time to find somewhere low profile. Right away, she saw someone staring at them from the corner of the counter, but she decided to ignore them.

‘I think this must be the guy. The first person who she felt really understood her.’

With these words, Shinoi set down on the table a file that he’d received earlier that afternoon from a journalist previously based in Niigata. Opening it, Rika found a collection of newspaper cuttings.

‘He lived alone in a flat in Agano, from 1995 on. His parents were wealthy and had a home near Niigata Station, people of influence who were often featured in the papers. He lived with them as a recluse until he was in his forties, and then they gave him his own apartment, as a way of forcing him out. They sent him money, but rarely went to see him. There were several reports of him behaving strangely – screaming in the middle of the night, being rude to his neighbours, speaking to small children. The only reason he wasn’t arrested, despite hanging around Manako’s sister and people causing a fuss, was his parents.’

Rika stared down at the young man profiled alongside his parents in the now-faded article from the local paper. At the time the photo was taken he must have been in his twenties. His face itself was handsome. His eyebrows were thick, the gap between them narrow and his eyes were the deepest black, like Kajii’s own. His lips were forming a strange expression, so that it was hard to tell if he was smiling or about to cry out in fear.

‘He died last year. Suicide. He hanged himself in his Agano apartment. He was fifty-six.’

‘So including her father, he’s the fifth person she was close to who died. Do you think there’s the possibility they were secretly in touch all those years? I’m thinking about what Anna said, that maybe it was in fact him who killed the victims . . .’

‘I don’t know about that. But he did die straight after the verdict of her first trial. As far as I can tell from what you’ve said, Reiko is a smart cookie. My guess would be that she’s trying to solve this case herself. I imagine she’s trying to contact Shirō Yokota, to check if there’s any connection between him and this guy. To help you out.’

Rika took a swallow of her over-chilled beer and winced, then shovelled some nuts into her mouth.

Shinoi carried on speaking. ‘You know that after Kajii’s arrest, they found enough pesticide in Yokota’s house to kill a person? Kajii stated that she’d bought it for the herbs she was growing, but it’s possible that she intended to kill Yokota, if he got in her way.’

‘That’s strange, though. Even if Kajii has killed people, she’s always made it look as if they were accidents or deaths from natural causes. Why would she take down the fourth victim in such an obvious way?’

‘Maybe once she knew the police were onto her she got desperate?’

‘I found this cutting in Reiko’s house.’

Seeing the slip of paper Rika held out to him, Shinoi’s eyes turned pale. The clipping was taken from a trashy article in a woman’s magazine, not the kind of thing Reiko normally read:

Never fear, even if you’re overweight or unattractive! Manako Kajii’s tried and tested techniques for winning a man’s heart

Mr A said that he had his heart captured by Manako Kajii after living with her for just two days! One of her most alluring attributes was her home cooking, he told us enthusiastically. The staples of her weekly menu were dishes such as stews, hamburgers, macaroni gratin – very orthodox choices. It turns out that fancy options are the go-to for arrogant women trying to assert their egos. If you find the man of your dreams, best to appeal to him with tastes that remind him of his ma’s cooking, and don’t give him any nasty surprises! Mr A still has several of the condiments that Manako Kajii left in his kitchen. He says he’s keeping them there for when she comes back . . .

‘Yokota really garnered people’s sympathy, didn’t he? He seemed so pure and naive, and kind of tragic.’

What would Shinoi say, Rika wondered, if she vocalised the question on her mind? Namely, were the tigers – which was to say, Kajii’s so-called victims – dead to begin with, as she had said? Was that why, when the police told Yokota that he may have had a narrow escape, it hadn’t registered with him at all? Are we really alive, you and I, she wanted to ask Shinoi now – Shinoi who still couldn’t part ways with the house his family had lived in, and she herself, still so preoccupied with her dead father.

‘I come across this kind of advice for how to get ahead in life all over the place, with regards to all kinds of things, and it always sounds to me as if the advice hinges on closing off your intuition about the person in front of you, not perceiving anything about them with your own senses but just going by the rules you’ve been given. Do you know what I mean?’

Shinoi looked at her. ‘Do you think that maybe Kajii’s crime was not being able to see people as people, living their own lives?’

His eyes were now so wide they looked like they might drop out. The lower lids just about managing to keep them in place were mauve with lack of sleep.

‘You know I said my daughter was bullied after she started putting on weight?’

Rika nodded.

‘It wasn’t really that she’d put on weight – she’d just started puberty before the others. Her classmates were afraid of the changes she was going through. And I was too, in fact. I was scared that developing a woman’s body meant she’d come to me with questions I’d be hard-pressed to answer.’

Rika attempted to picture Shinoi’s daughter now, a young girl with features like his.

‘I didn’t realise what was going on at the time, although maybe deep down I sensed it. But I deliberately didn’t cut back the hours I was working. With everything I was doing for her as her father, I thought, it wasn’t my fault if I didn’t notice. I was ticking all the boxes. Not the boxes of my daughter’s needs, but the boxes as they were defined by society. I don’t ever want to make that mistake again. I’ve been doing everything that I can to help you, but . . .’

He trailed off and took a sip of his beer, as yet untouched, then scrunched up his face.

‘Are you thinking it’s best I don’t involve myself any further in this case?’ Rika asked, and Shinoi looked at her, his gaze more piercing than she’d seen it before.

‘As a journalist, I think you should keep going, but as a friend, I wonder. For Reiko’s sake as well, I think you’d be better to step back and leave the rest to the police.’

‘Speaking of which, I asked Reiko’s husband if he would wait until tomorrow to file an official report. I don’t want to make more of a big deal of this than necessary. I want to bring Reiko back as if none of this had ever happened.’

Rika turned around and shot a bald stare at Kitamura, for it was he who was watching them from the corner. He attempted to shield his face with the latest edition of a literary journal, but she’d recognised him the moment she stepped inside. Now she walked up to him and plucked the magazine from his hand.

‘You were in charge of covering the Kajii case three years ago. Do you know where Shirō Yokota’s house in Kawasaki is? The man she was living with when she was arrested.’

‘I do, but what’s this about, out of the blue?’

Kitamura’s usual composure had vanished. Even in the dim light of the bar she could tell that he had flushed right up to his ears.

‘I think there’s a chance someone I know is with him. Will you take me there?’

Kitamura’s eyes flicked to the space behind Rika. Turning back to where he was looking, she saw her mobile phone flashing insistently from her bag.

‘Hold on a second,’ she said. She grabbed the phone and stepped outside to answer the call.

‘Why won’t you pick up? What’s going on? Have I done something?’

‘Sorry, I’m just really busy right now.’ She’d left her coat in the bar, and even as she spoke she could hear how cold she sounded. To meet Makoto, who was almost certainly still at work, would take only two minutes of her time. His voice, just about maintaining a veneer of cheerfulness, was trembling.

‘Do you want to break up?’

In the years they’d been together, this was the first time that these words had been uttered between them. Rika hadn’t conceived of the possibility at all, but now she accommodated it without any particular feeling of disturbance.

‘Let’s talk about it properly when I see you.’

‘What the hell have I done, Rika? Tell me! What’s this about?’

So now he’s talking to me like this, Rika thought. He’s talking to me like a man. With the power her mobile afforded her, she cut off the wailing. His reaction was perfectly natural, she thought. Why didn’t she feel worse about behaving so cruelly? It wasn’t because her head was full of Reiko. In the last few days, Rika had come to realise with clarity: she just didn’t love him.

She’d been able to stay with him for as long as she had in part because they’d barely seen one another, but also because neither of them had really understood what it was for two people to love one another. She had been convinced that it was a good thing for men and women not to stir up one another’s emotions, not to encroach on one another. It wasn’t just their bodies they hadn’t been using, but their hearts and their time as well. They had both, in a sense, been all but dead. Suddenly Rika realised Kitamura was standing beside her, and Shinoi was stepping out of the bar behind him.

‘I’ll be in touch,’ Shinoi said, nodding at her and Kitamura, then slipped past them down the road towards the station. It had started to drizzle, still so faintly that even when you put your hand out, it took a while to feel the droplets.

Would Makoto go on to die alone, like Rika’s father had done?

Looking up at the office building in the dark, she directed her eyes to the light coming from his department. She’d never seen it with the lights off. Though she knew it was conceited to do so, she pictured his death, down to the smallest detail. If that happened, she really would be a killer.

Alongside her, Kitamura was looking perplexed. She made to write a message on her phone, then thought better of it and put it away in her bag. If something were to happen to Makoto now, Rika still wouldn’t regret the choice she was making. There was a limit to the time they had. Once she’d found Reiko, she’d speak with him properly, she decided. For the moment, she resolved to put him out of her mind.

In the darkness at the bottom of her bag, her phone continued to flash. All night long, it lit up the scraps of paper, paperclips and pen caps lying there, as if confronting Rika with her own heartlessness.

The breeze was mixed with the smell of gasoline, but she found it a fragrant, pleasant smell. Was it because her face was so painfully cold? In the morning, Kawasaki’s industrial belt was home to several different kinds of smoke, each with its particular smell, and she felt as though she could differentiate them just by sight. Rika had taken the Keihin-Tōkoku Line to the nearest station, and for the last hour she and Kitamura had been keeping watch outside the three-storey building which lay on a corner of a strip of houses, and which was, they believed, owned by Yokota.

It was a fiendishly cold morning, of the kind that made it hard to believe that March was just around the corner.

‘Do you have any proof that this Reiko person is in there? And what kind of decisive evidence proving Kajii’s guilt is she hoping to obtain by moving in with him?’

‘I know I’m a fine one to talk, but Reiko’s the kind of person who’s prone to acting in extreme ways. She’s always been like that.’

‘It’s amazing that you’ve managed to maintain this friendship since university, when you’re as busy as you are. I’m envious.’

‘I never thought I’d hear you admit to envying anyone or anything.’

‘I don’t have a single friendship like that – one which has nothing to do with what both parties are getting out of it. That was why I couldn’t believe that your connection with Shinoi would be without that kind of motive.’

Rika was about to reply, when Kitamura jutted his left shoulder forward.

A short, plumpish man in a down jacket had come out of the building. Was this Yokota? From his profile, he didn’t look particularly happy or satisfied. The image of him lying naked with Reiko flickered before Rika’s eyes and then vanished. She waited for him to disappear, then ran towards the door and rang the bell. If nobody replied, she thought to herself, she would try turning the doorknob. What would happen if it was open?

If Reiko was lying there spread out on the floor, like her father had been that day, would she ever recover? If she’d lost two people she cared about through her own bad choices, would she be able to keep on living?

The image rose vividly to her eyes: Reiko’s graceful body lying in a room littered with old ramen containers and magazines. She could tell that Kitamura, standing next to her, had noticed her legs were trembling. The door opened slowly from the inside.

‘Reiko!’

Inside was her friend, standing forlornly in the doorway. There was no lobby in the place – the porch opened immediately on a triangular living space. Reiko stood at the tip of that equilateral triangle.

‘Rika,’ she said, her tongue moving unsteadily, as if she were saying the word for the first time. The dog at her heels growled at Rika nervously.

The kitchen and the living room with its low heated table somehow put her in mind of Reiko’s Tokyo house, although both the area and the positioning of the furniture were different. She must have spent time cleaning the place up, Rika thought.

The cheap apron Reiko was wearing didn’t suit her in the slightest. An expression Rika had never seen before was papered across the tidy contours of her face. She was pale with nerves, the tightness of her lips and the creases around her eyes all suggested she was as tense as a piano spring.

It dawned on Rika that the proper name for what Reiko was doing wasn’t ‘running away’, or ‘infidelity’, or even ‘research’. Reiko had been using this little building to play house. In fact, what she had been doing for the last few years was a grand attempt at playing house. This place, Rika understood, was just like a doll’s house. When she looked towards the small windows in the kitchen, she felt she could see those black eyes peering through at her. This room, the furniture in it, Rika, and Reiko and Kitamura – all of them were little playthings that Kajii had arranged as she wished.

She had to say something. Maybe, just as it had been with her father, everything rested on the one thing Rika would say next. Compared to the pressure on her that day when she was fifteen this was nothing. Her dry lips moved as if of their own accord.

‘Is that white – I mean, béchamel sauce?’

She could hear the sound of something simmering in the kitchen. The smell of smooth béchamel sauce with plenty of butter had wafted over and rose up between them. Rika was certain that the sauce would be glossy and scorching hot, with good body to it. That it would have a velvety feel in the mouth, and slip gently down to the stomach. She wanted to eat Reiko’s food. She loved the food Reiko cooked. It was well executed and delicate, and yet there was a variation, or rather an ardency, about it. Yes, thought Rika, the good thing about Reiko was how extreme she was, honest to a fault, incapable of concealing her passion. She had a stronger sense of individuality about her than even Kajii.

Reiko ignored calculations based on profit and loss, winning and losing, and plunged headlong into the unknown. She got hurt more, lost more, than anybody else. It wasn’t Kajii whose side Rika needed to be on – it was Reiko’s. This pure-souled woman, whose next move nobody could read, needed Rika more than anybody. Rather than sink down to Kajii’s depths, Rika wanted to ascend to Reiko’s heights. Now, suddenly, it struck her: it wasn’t Kajii who was really alive – it was Reiko. She’d been so close to her all this time that she hadn’t even noticed.

Rika hadn’t brushed her teeth since the previous day. She could still feel the unpleasant texture of the lumpy macaroni gratin on her tongue. Beside her, Kitamura was growing irritated and signalling to her in some way, but she didn’t have the space to pay him any attention.

‘It’s cold today, so I thought I’d make him a stew. I was frying the flour in butter, and I just poured in the milk,’ Reiko said, her eyes focused on the middle distance.

Rika could see it: a sweet stew, with a rich milky taste and large chunks of floating vegetables. A cream stew with depth and a certain austerity, which didn’t even bear comparing with the one Kajii’s mother had made from the solid roux. She heard her stomach rumble. Even at a time like this, her stomach rumbled, faint yet indubitable proof that she herself was alive. Rika was simply waiting, silently, for the moment when Reiko would tell her to tuck in.





Chapter Twelve

The second she made to take off the grey lid of the bathtub, Rika recalled the bath and the sink in her father’s apartment, and the inside of her mind was stained the colour of mould. Holding her breath, she forced her hands to peel back the lid. Shinoi said he hadn’t taken a bath here for years, but the tub that appeared was immaculately white. It was hard to believe that it had once taken on the dirt and sweat from the bodies of a family of three.

Nevertheless, Rika carefully washed down the tub using the showerhead and the palm of her hand – she couldn’t find a sponge – before filling it with hot water. The apartment was dry, so she left the door to the bathroom with its frosted-glass panes open. Moisture, dust, yellowing wallpaper, and the short, straight hairs in the corner of the room, which could have been Shinoi’s or her own – did the fact that she no longer felt aversion to Shinoi’s smell and skin this close to her mean that their relationship was verging on a familial one?

Rika dried her wet soles, went into the living room and washed her hands thoroughly. She boiled some water, made tea, which she poured into a thermos flask, then wrapped three of the chilled onigiri she’d made in silver foil.

The gentle melody of the chimes signalling the start of fourth period drifted in from the nearby primary school. This neighbourhood was steeped in the rhythms of people’s lives, which she found soothing.

These days, the moment she crossed off something from her to-do list, something else would pop up to take its place. Her mind didn’t have a second’s rest. Is this what it was like being a housewife?

She called out to Reiko, still in bed in the room that had once belonged to Shinoi’s daughter.

‘I’ve left the water at room temperature. The yoghurt’s in the fridge. I made some onigiri and some tea, too. Oh, and I opened one of the cans of dog food I bought and left it on the floor, just for the meantime. There’s a supermarket on the ground floor here, so I’ll leave out some money and a key. I’ll keep an eye on my phone, so if anything comes up, however small, then call me, okay? I’m off to work. There might be people coming in and out, but you don’t have to do a thing. I’ll be home as soon as I can.’

Reiko hadn’t uttered a word since the previous day, when Kitamura and Rika had brought her here. Now Rika heard something bumping the bottom of the bedroom door. When she twisted the handle and opened the door a sliver, Melanie poked her damp nose through the crack. Her moist black eyes stared up at Rika. Rika had never shared a space with a pet before, and she found this small black and white body with its bulging eyes more terrifying than adorable. She hadn’t yet adjusted to being around a creature that moved so far beneath eye level, or to its smell. She found herself worrying about what she should do if the dog injured itself or got away, and she was relieved to have it out of her sight. She caught a glimpse of Reiko’s back, as she lay there in the bed. It seemed that in the few days they had been apart, Reiko had shrunk yet again. Melanie slipped past Rika’s feet and padded towards the can of dog food on the kitchen floor.

Rika closed the door. Turning her back on the wet noise of Melanie munching the food, she took one of the rice balls on the plate and brought it to her lips. The film of sushi nori clinging to the still-warm rice burst open beneath her teeth, and the taste of the bonito-flavoured umeboshi filled her mouth.

‘So she’s safe? She’s not hurt in any way?’ Ryōsuke had said, when Rika had called him last night in front of Reiko and told him everything, his voice so dry-sounding that it made the core of her being shrivel up and twinge in pain.

‘I’m going to take care of her for a while. I’ll keep you updated about everything.’

There was nothing seriously wrong, it was just that married life had left her exhausted and she needed a bit of a break, Rika had said repeatedly. She didn’t have it in her to refuse Ryōsuke’s plea to just hear her voice, so she’d passed the phone to Reiko, then stood outside on the balcony for a few minutes. Whether the two had actually talked during that time, she didn’t know.

Rika’s initial plan had been to let Reiko stay in her own apartment, but the building didn’t allow pets. She knew that she couldn’t separate Reiko from her beloved Melanie in her current state. When Rika had dragged Reiko from Yokota’s house, she had clutched Melanie to her chest like a little girl, oblivious to almost everything else going on around her. It was as they got in the taxi that Rika first thought of Shinoi’s Arakichō apartment, which lay virtually empty. She checked and found out that pets were permitted.

Shinoi had agreed to Rika’s desperate request to use the apartment until Reiko was better. Not only that, but he also offered to stop by and check up on her himself from time to time. Since the two of them had arrived, Reiko had been sleeping like the dead. Rika, on the other hand, with the help of Kitamura, had been running around, going to the pet shop to buy a dog toilet and dog food, getting spare keys cut, collecting her stuff and her work things from her Iidabashi apartment and preparing for this new living arrangement, having no idea how long it was likely to continue.

What had Reiko heard, what had she witnessed in those three days she’d been in Yokota’s house? She worried that Yokota might have reported the incident to the police, but Kitamura had managed to track down his blog, and had reported that he’d updated it this morning with a new piece on a favourite anime series, which seemed a sign that Reiko’s absence hadn’t greatly disturbed him.

Rika had no intention of comparing Reiko with Kajii. She understood how meaningless an exercise that would be. Yet it was hard for her to accept that, over the same period of time and under similar circumstances, Kajii had been chosen by Yokota while Reiko hadn’t. It gave her the feeling that it was not only her, but her best friend also who was having her feelings trampled over by Kajii.

Exiting Yokota’s apartment, they’d locked the door and posted his key into the post box with a note, leaving the half-cooked stew sitting on the hob. Rika then took the smartphone that Reiko had bought to communicate with Yokota.

Now, leaving the apartment and chewing her second onigiri, Rika walked along the sloping streets that led to the office. The temperature had to be far higher than in Niigata, but the dry, hard Tokyo wind bit into her skin. On a tree in someone’s garden she spotted plum blossoms, but she couldn’t smell any of the scents of spring. How she wished she could spend all her time taking care of Reiko! As she walked, Rika was aware that she’d left most of herself behind in that apartment. At this rate, she was very likely to mess things up in some way at work, which scared her. Was this the feeling that Mizushima had had every day, heading into work with a young child?

There was nothing for it. She would have to rely on people who had more time and energy than her.

Arriving at the office after one o’clock, she called Kitamura and Yū to the sofa outside the smoking area and, lowering her voice, said, ‘I’m sorry about this, guys, but there’s something I could really use your help with. I’ve texted you the address of an apartment in Arakichō. It’s owned by Mr Shinoi, from the news agency, but my friend who’s left home is currently staying there, along with her dog. She’s mentally fragile at the moment. I’m going to try to get home as early as I can, but I was wondering if you two might take it in turns to pop in and check on her, when you have the time? It’s about five minutes away by taxi. I’ll pay. You can sit there and work, or do whatever. I just need you to be there. These are the keys.’

Apparently unruffled by the urgency in her voice, Kitamura nodded in agreement and took the key before returning to his desk. Rika felt grateful to him for not commenting on the situation. Yū, on the other hand, was frowning, clearly confused by this development. Her zip-up hoodie emblazoned with the idol group’s logo looked faded and creased. Quite possibly, she hadn’t had enough time of late to go home and rest.

‘When you say Mr Shinoi, do you mean Yoshinori Shinoi, that famous editor? And who is your friend?’

Rika had intended to skim over the sensitive elements of the story, but she found herself explaining to Yū everything that had happened with Reiko. By the end of the account, Yū seemed buzzing with excitement.

‘That’s amazing! That’s so incredible that she’d do that! It’s like something from a movie. That’s the young-looking pretty woman who was at reception a while back, right? We should definitely give her a job at the company, in that case!’

‘At the moment she’s pretty weak, and isn’t her usual self.’

‘You know, people of my generation aren’t that into the whole Kajimana thing. It feels very bubble era, somehow. To me, Reiko seems far more lively and interesting than Kajii. Of course I’ll help. I’d love to meet her. I can do my research anywhere, anyway. I’ll go over right away,’ Yū said. Her burst of enthusiasm made Rika a little nervous.

‘Thanks, I’m so grateful. Just don’t go in too strong, okay? She’s a delicate soul.’

Informed that she had a call from the chief editor on the internal line, Rika got up.

When she entered the editor’s glass-fronted corner office, he placed an opened envelope on the desk between them. It bore a logo she knew well by now: Tokyo Detention House.

‘It’s from Kajii. Is it true that you were curt with her?’

Rika had imagined that, sooner or later, it would come to this. It was Kajii who had been the first to notice that Rika’s interest in her was waning.

‘It’s amazing. She seems besotted with you. She starts by getting angry that you’ve not shown much interest in her lately, then practically begs for you to go and see her.’

Rika exhaled. For Kajii, this was doubtless the first time that a person who was supposedly crazy about her had turned their back on her.

‘I think she’s fed up because I’m distancing myself from her.’

There was no point trying to hide it any more. After being so frank with Yū and Kitamura earlier, Rika no longer felt any hesitation in trampling on the rules she’d been following up until now.

‘I wouldn’t mind if it were just me, but she’s endangering the people around me too. I’m going to step back from this case. Would you look for someone to take over from me? I know it’s irresponsible of me to do this, and if I end up having to move departments as a result, I’ll understand.’

Rika gave her boss a brief run-down of what had happened to Reiko over the previous few days. As she expected, his eyes began to bulge – the glint they took on was more cynical than the one that had appeared in Yū’s.

‘I know this might be a poor choice of words, but this is a genuinely fascinating turn of events. Your friend sounds like a real character, no less than Kajii herself. Will you think about writing up this story? Just as it is. I know this is unprecedented, but I don’t mind making it your journalistic debut.’

‘Sorry, but I’m washing my hands of it. I’ve realised that I can do the work I want without Kajii.’ Her voice was hard and quiet. Overriding any feeling of anger inside her was a sense of the danger she faced, and the impulse to protect herself. She could tell that the editor was going to go on the offensive.

‘I’ve got some good news, though, about Le Salon de Miyuko. We got the go-ahead for you to attend. One of our freelancers who writes food articles for the women’s magazine used her connections and got in touch with them. The owner and his wife seem to trust her. We registered you under a false name, said you’re working in overseas sales. You can take someone else along with you. That Reiko woman, perhaps. It might be a nice change of scene for her.’

‘What are you saying? Did you hear what I told you about the sort of state she’s in?’

‘Are you a journalist, or aren’t you? I don’t know why you’re pulling back now, when you’re so close to where you’ve been trying to get to. You’re not far off a place at the desk. You’ve worked so hard to get Kajii. You’re so nearly there. Turn back now and you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.’

His unkempt grey eyebrows moved about a lot, but the eyelids beneath them were heavy and creased like an elephant’s foot. The whites of his eyes were clouded. He was in his fifties, but his body looked swollen to the very tips of his fingers with fatigue and suspicion. After getting married he had gone back to smoking heavily, and his clothes and body were so deeply infused with the scent of tobacco that Rika could smell it from where she was sitting.

And yet she also knew that what he was saying was true. She remembered how he had desperately tried to stop Mizushima when she’d requested to move departments. The shade of envelope Kajii had chosen was reminiscent of the cherry blossom whose season was rapidly approaching. It seemed out of place in this office soaked through with exhaustion.

She sensed the cafe door opening. Something told her that it was Makoto who had entered, but she didn’t lift her head from her phone screen. The sleeve of his coat was reflected in the window that looked out over Kagurazaka, on which darkness had fallen a couple of hours before. Seeing the paper bag with the Shūmeisha logo that he was carrying, she guessed that he was on his way back from delivering proofs to a writer.

‘Megumi’s really cute, isn’t she?’ Rika said, finally peeling her eyes from her phone, on which a YouTube video of a Scream song was playing. Makoto’s reaction was reflected shakily on the surface of her coffee. He turned around to halt a server, and pointed to something on the menu.

‘I was watching videos of her online. Her whole face lights up when she smiles, and she’s such a good singer. From what I can see, she’s going through puberty, so her body has filled out, and her figure looks a bit unbalanced, but it’ll sort itself out in a couple of years. What’s more worrying to me is how her weight seems to be fluctuating since being criticised by her fans, and she’s smiling less than she used to. Why have you suddenly stopped supporting her?’

Eventually, she heard the noise of Makoto’s lips parting. When he spoke, he did so in a clear, gentle tone that she could tell he was adopting to mask his irritation.

‘Why are you asking me that? Have I said anything to you about it? Has someone been saying things about me? Look, that’s not what we’re here to talk about. It’s like you’re doing research for an article or something! I’ve come here to talk about us. Surely you’re not going to tell me that’s the reason you’ve been so cold?’

‘I want you to tell me why you stopped feeling able to be her fan.’

Makoto seemed to understand that if he evaded the subject any longer, they’d keep going round in circles. He spoke at speed, a pained look on his face.

‘I don’t like people who can’t control themselves. I thought she was more disciplined than that. What? Why are you looking at me like that? It’s just a pop star we’re talking about, no? Do I need a reason to stop liking her?’

‘It’s not that, though. It’s not that you’ve stopped liking her because she’s stopped trying. You’re not that sensitive to beauty or aesthetics or any of that stuff. It’s that you’re just not brave enough to keep on supporting someone whom everyone else has turned on.’

Makoto’s eyes were directed at the people on the next table.

‘The reason that you never told me about them in the first place was because you felt embarrassed to be a grown man getting all excited over a bunch of young girls, right? But I wish you’d talked to me about it. When two people are going out, they need to talk about all those little things that are important to them, so they can get to know each other properly. That’s what I wanted.’

‘I’m sorry, Rika. I just didn’t have the time. That’s what almost everything comes down to: the lack of time.’

She guessed that Makoto thought there was no point arguing about it any more. He frowned in an exaggerated rendition of a sorry face.

‘I was really happy that time when you asked me to – to the hotel. I felt so warm after that. I wanted us to have more times like that. That was how it started out, you and me. Didn’t you feel the same? Given our lifestyle, I thought we could . . .’

Rika nodded, as if to cut him off. A sliver of the heat and the pain of that period flooded back to her. The days when they’d first started going out, when they’d stayed awake having sex all night. She’d enjoyed doing that with him, but looking back at those times from the place where she now stood, they seemed to her like a single ray of sunlight, without any depth. She felt sure that if they stayed together, it would always be her who would have to initiate things, for as long as they lived.

‘Yes, but I think I’m a different person now to who I was then. I keep on changing. And there’s something I need to apologise to you for.’

She was going to tell him that she’d only initiated sex with him that time because Kajii had ordered her to, but at the last moment thought better of it. If she did tell him, it would only be to rid herself of the burden of guilt. Instead she said, ‘It wasn’t because I was covering the Kajii case that I put on weight, you know. Until recently, I associated cooking and eating with guilt. I didn’t like doing it because it made me think about my dead father, waiting all alone for me to come over. But I like tasting things, and absorbing things into my body. Right now, I’ve no plans to lose weight. I’m going to stay this way until I’ve understood better what feels right for me.’

‘If I said something about your figure that’s bothered you, then I apologise. It was wrong of me. I was being insensitive. I’ll really try harder.’

Both Makoto’s tone and his posture suggested such exhaustion that she was taken by the impulse to reach out a hand and help him. She could see that he felt at a loss for what to do. Suddenly she felt as though she were in the wrong in some way. Why wouldn’t she give in? Everything she was agitated by was so minor. Her own behaviour seemed bizarre to her.

She knew that there would come a time when she would regret her current decision. Would it not be better to restore her body to its previous state and carry on seeing Makoto occasionally? Why was it that she could no longer do that? Maybe the same question could be asked of Reiko. If she just shut her eyes, accepted the situation and returned to Ryōsuke, everything would be fine. Why is it, Rika thought, that we’re both incapable of that? It wasn’t that she disliked Makoto, or that Reiko disliked Ryōsuke. Yet, having said all that, she and her friend were terrified of being alone.

Just then, Rika’s eyes met Makoto’s. She saw the same question floating there. She could tell that however composed and accepting he was trying to act, he was irritated. He wanted to make unilateral demands of her. He had no wish to budge an inch, either.

Maybe, Rika thought, we are confronting one another as fully formed individuals for the first time. If Rika were to lie now, and the two of them were to move past this, she would only end up betraying and hurting him in the long run.

‘These past few days I haven’t been able to concentrate on my work, and I haven’t been sleeping well. If I’m doing something wrong then tell me, and I’ll fix it. I have so much fun with you, and I think we’re pretty compatible. I know we haven’t seen each other that much, but I’ll make time from now on. I want to hang out with you more. We’re both busy, so let’s not squander the time we do have together by fighting.’

His tone was sincere. He was about to send a book to press. Staring at the cars outside the window, Rika reminded herself not to get carried away by the moment.

‘It’s not about that, though. It’s not just about now. I’m talking about the future.’

‘You mean getting married? I’ll do my best to think about that, as much as I can.’

‘No, that’s not what I mean. If I get an exclusive interview with Kajii and become the first female member of staff on the editorial desk, I’m going to get a lot of flak. Will you still want to date me then? Could you take it if people start saying to you, “How can you stand to go out with a woman like that?” The same sorts of things people say to Kajii’s victims, even though they’re already dead.’

For a little while now, Rika had been harbouring a premonition: in the not-too-distant future, she would be attacked by a vast horde of people. The thought made her cower in terror, but she sensed that it was inescapable.

‘You just have to do everything you can to make sure you’re not criticised. The truth is, I’m not as laid-back as I seem, at all. I’m the type who has to work twice as hard as everyone else to keep up. That’s how I’ve always lived, and it’s tough for me when people deride that way of being.’

As he spoke, Makoto’s tone grew heavier, even slightly sleepy. She wondered whether he’d be angry if she pointed that out. A wave of sadness went crashing through her. He wasn’t saying this because he was fed up, she realised. He really did believe that if you tried your hardest then everything would turn out for the best. He believed that every tragedy was a matter of individual responsibility, and that it was wrong to rely on the help of others.

‘I don’t think I’m a lazy person, necessarily, but I’m not confident that I can maintain the effort needed to keep you and the rest of the world happy twenty-four-seven. I’m not young any more, and I don’t want to give myself up to other people for their consumption. I want to decide how I work and interact with other people based on what I think really matters.’

Rika took care to speak as kindly as possible. Seeing that it was becoming too much for Makoto to bear, she let out a big sigh. She would put an end to this herself, she decided.

‘Even after the Kajii assignment is over, I’ll probably stay as I am. Maybe I’ll put on even more weight as I get older and my metabolism slows. And it’s not just my appearance, either. I’ll be even busier, and I might not have the time to sit and talk with you like this.’

She was trying to gently let go of his hand. And yet there was a part of her – a part she felt ashamed of – that was also, faintly, pleading with him. You don’t have to drive yourself into a corner, she wanted him to say. Let’s stop seeing one another in this way that ends up grinding us both down. If we can just be alongside one another, sharing each other’s heat like we did that night in the Shinjuku hotel, that’s enough for me. However the world thinks of you, it won’t change what I feel about you . . .

She saw his mouth contort. Without intending to, Rika let out a sound. His lips, which mostly refused to settle on a fixed shape, had just smiled. It was the end. Two seconds before he actually said it, she knew what was coming.

‘Well, then, I guess that’s that.’ The weak smile on his face bore a trace of relief.

Rika tried to remember the first day they’d met, or at least the first day she’d become aware of having feelings for him, willing herself to feel the prick of tears in her eyes. Yet all that had happened in the last few months with Reiko and Kajii was too bright, and she could barely summon a single memory.

Reiko, dressed in the sweatshirt and tracksuit bottoms that Rika had lent her, was sitting on the sofa with Kitamura, their bodies some distance apart as they faced the 50-inch plasma TV screen. Rika greeted them as she took off her coat. Physically she was exhausted, yet emotionally she felt strangely unruffled. She laid her shopping bags down on the table.

Opposite her, Yū was sitting with her laptop. Barely making eye contact with Rika, she said, ‘Welcome back. I’ve had to resubmit my graduation thesis, so I’ve been glued to my computer. But Reiko isn’t really responding when I talk to her, anyway. These two have just been playing this game the whole time.’

Rika had forgotten that until the end of next month, Yū was still a student. ‘Right,’ she murmured. There was neither any anger nor longing for Makoto left inside her. Instead, she felt a chill that had seeped down into the deepest part of her.

After deciding to break up, she and he had talked about work and various trivial things for nearly an hour, before parting ways. She felt that now, if she were to message him, it would be easy for the two of them to meet. He had said that they’d ‘gone back to being friends’, but to Rika’s mind, their relationship had always been simply the extension of a friendship. Maybe it had just become clear that they had no future together. A bright light had shone down and cast into full view their future, which had hitherto been concealed to just the right degree.

The screen was taken up by the image of an old, rusty theme park. A white man and woman in combat gear were running around carrying guns.

‘This is the game I’m hooked on at the moment,’ Kitamura said, only half glancing at Rika. Reiko, on the other hand, made no attempt to prize her eyes from the screen. Melanie was sitting on her lap.

‘My people skills aren’t the best, so I thought I’d try this out. Mrs Sayama got really into it, as you can see. She’s very quick on the uptake, so she’s a good person to play with.’

The rusty Ferris wheel and the motionless merry-go-round on screen made her think of Suntopia World.

Without looking at her, Kitamura went on, ‘I found out where Yamamura’s sister is currently working. It turns out she’s joined a small estate agency. How do you want to go forward?’

Rika didn’t answer immediately. After she’d made him go to all that effort, she could hardly tell him that she’d lost the passion she’d felt for the case, that it had been replaced by a sense of burden and fear. What with this, and the Le Salon de Miyuko news . . . She put on a cheerful voice to mask her true feelings.

‘Is anyone hungry?’

Everyone’s eyes turned to look at her, like a group of primary school kids.

‘I’ll make something. It’s cold, so I was thinking of making a nice warming pot-au-feu. What do you think?’

Saying this, Rika lifted the supermarket bag containing potatoes, onions, carrots, and beef.

Yū nodded disinterestedly, her eyes already back on her laptop. Reiko and Kitamura had returned to exploring the theme park, pointing their guns whenever a zombie appeared. With her work life and private life jumbled together in this way, Rika felt unsure of how to act.

Just then she heard the sound of a key in the door, and Shinoi entered wearing a winter coat. As she was wondering how to introduce him, he said, ‘I was here before, so we’ve all introduced ourselves already. Kitamura, Reiko and Uchimura.’

With this, Shinoi placed a red and white package on the table. A familiar smell of oil and seasoning followed him from the entrance to the table.

‘I brought you guys some fried chicken. Coleslaw and biscuits as well.’

Kitamura and Yū immediately got up and clustered around the table, reaching for the grease-stained box. The lid was lifted to reveal tightly packed pieces of golden-brown fried chicken. Even Reiko took a piece and bit in. Perhaps in response to the smell, Melanie began barking loudly, circling round and round the chicken-eaters.

Rika didn’t feel in the mood for fried food, and looked on as her colleagues and friends hungrily devoured the chicken, as if their expressionless faces from before had been a dream.

‘So you and Shinoi are an item, then?’ Kitamura said out of the blue as he sucked on a bone, making Rika almost drop the biscuit that she’d finally reached a hand out for.

‘Listen, Kitamura. I sometimes go mountain climbing, as a hobby,’ Shinoi said, oblivious to Kitamura’s confusion. ‘Of late, you find lots of climbers with no clue about mountain-climbing etiquette. A friend of mine said that they recently found a ton of disposable nappies that had been tossed away. I wonder what on earth that can have been about? Come to think of it, I think there’s an old people’s home at the foot of the mountains. Run by that company . . . You know, the one that’s also started opening up bars . . .’

Kitamura’s expression grew stern. He glared at Shinoi, not concealing his wariness.

‘Why are you telling me this? You know I’m not going to give you anything in return. Are you trying to make me your accomplice?’

‘What are you talking about? I’m just shooting the shit, in the same way I do with Rika. If you take that information away and do something with it, then that’s got nothing to do with me. It’s the same as me letting you stay in this house. I’m lonely, so I ask you to lend me an ear sometimes. Just like Rika does.’

Kitamura fell silent, and Shinoi kept on ‘shooting the shit’ until Kitamura took out his jotter pad.

‘It feels a bit like summer camp, doesn’t it?’ Rika said to nobody in particular, and her eyes met Yū’s. Reiko had started playing the game again without Kitamura.

Glancing at her, Yū said, ‘I think Reiko finds it embarrassing with everyone staring at her. I reckon it’s best if we all just get on with what we’re supposed to be doing, and don’t pay her too much attention. My place is a long way away, so is it okay to stay over? There’re futons, aren’t there?’

‘I was wondering if I might stay too. It’s close to the office, after all.’ Kitamura broke off his conversation with Shinoi to say this to the group, and Rika started.

‘You’re a man, different rules apply!’ Yū snapped back.

‘That’s discrimination!’ Kitamura pouted, his lips slick with chicken grease. Rika looked over at Reiko, who nodded to indicate it didn’t bother her.

‘Okay, well, I’m going to go back to Suidōbashi,’ said Shinoi. ‘The guest futons are kept over there. Kitamura, you can sleep in the living room, and Uchimura, you can sleep in what used to be mine and my wife’s bedroom.’ With this, he began preparing to leave. Rika felt a pang of guilt – it was his apartment, after all.

And yet, she realised, however hard she tried, these people wouldn’t behave in the way she wanted them to. Given which, it was best if she did what she wanted as well. She felt reluctant to go home now. She stood up, deciding she would lay a futon on the floor of Reiko’s room and sleep there.

‘I’ve had dreams that you stopped coming to see me,’ Kajii said in a sickly tear-stained voice the moment Rika stepped into the visiting room. She had sworn to herself she’d never come again, but here she was. Had the chief editor got his way, or was it that she still wanted to get to understand Kajii better? Not really knowing the truth, Rika sat down roughly on the metal chair.

‘I was going out of my mind, I couldn’t concentrate on a thing. I couldn’t even sleep.’ It was true that Kajii looked exhausted. Her hair was flat and lifeless. Her skin was dry and her eyes sunken. The beige sweater she wore looked cheap and was pilling.

‘I thought you didn’t want any female friends,’ Rika said, in a voice that seemed melodramatic in its iciness even to her. And yet, it appeared that Kajii was delighted to be talking to her nonetheless. Her eyes drooped tragically at the corners.

‘That’s only because I didn’t know what a friend was back then. You’re my first! The first person in my life that I can speak to like this.’

‘Are you aware what you did to me?’

‘I apologise for teasing your friend. But it all worked out okay in the end, didn’t it? She spent a few days with Yokota, but couldn’t rise to the occasion. She spent the entire duration cleaning and cooking, and returned exhausted. Yes?’

Rika didn’t want to hear any more. She couldn’t abide the look of superiority that came over Kajii’s round, sagging face when she spoke about Reiko.

‘I’m guessing that was all part of your plan, too?’

To mask the sound of her own tutting, which she’d let out unthinkingly, Rika slammed her heel on the floor then ground it in.

‘Manipulating people is your only real skill, isn’t it? You seem to think that getting other people to act as you wish them to is part and parcel of human interaction, but it’s not. People are unpredictable, and they don’t do as you want them to, and they keep on changing. You’re someone who can’t take pleasure in anything that transcends your understanding. You can’t feel safe if something’s unpredictable. You’re a lonely, cowardly and dull person.’

Kajii looked down, sadness written across her face, and shook her hair.

The gesture riled Rika up even more.

‘Do you know what kind of state Reiko is in now, thanks to you? If something happens to her, I’ll never forgive you.’

Rika hoped that Kajii would explode, and the whole thing would be over. Yet she showed no intention of veering from her usual modus operandi.

‘Have you eaten anything particularly delicious recently?’

‘I’m done. I’m sick of this. I’m going home.’ Rika stood up from her chair to show she meant what she said. Kajii immediately lowered her voice.

‘Don’t go. I’ll never forgive you for leaving me on my own. This time I really shall take everything from you. Although saying that, you and Reiko are both such weaklings, you can’t even be properly ruined.’

Rika turned pale. Kajii immediately grew apologetic.

‘I’m sorry. Ignore that. It’s wrong to say such things about one’s friends. I like you, which is why I got a little jealous. You can write whatever you wish about me in the article. If you’re the one writing it, I’ll accept whatever you include.’ Kajii joined her hands together pleadingly. There was a goofiness to the whole performance. Rika warned herself not to let her guard drop.

‘The reason I went to the cooking school, to Le Salon de Miyuko, was just as you said. To make friends. I hate other women. Groups of women, especially. But I thought there might be at least one person there who I could converse with on an equal footing.’

‘Wasn’t a boyfriend enough?’

‘I was consorting with various men. Whichever of them I was with, though, I never felt truly satisfied. I wanted to talk with someone about delicious food, about my everyday worries and pleasures. I wanted to enjoy the art of conversation! But they all grew distempered when the talk turned to things they didn’t know about. If I made them something whose taste was new to them, they became anxious and silent. When I made them boeuf bourguignon, all they saw was beef stew. Speaking with them, I never had the sensation of a new world unfolding before me, and felt lonely as a result. With you, it’s the opposite. When you encounter a new taste, you grow excited, and you savour it. When I’m with you, I feel my field of vision expanding. I feel like I begin to see things I haven’t seen before. It reminds me of when I started going to Le Salon de Miyuko.’

Rika reluctantly accepted that she understood exactly what Kajii meant. After seeing Kajii, she would feel as though a fresh breeze was blowing through her body. Still, she found it disconcerting how Kajii was repudiating what she’d said until now, and aligning herself with Rika’s way of seeing the world all of a sudden.

‘I felt as though there I would find women on my level. It was, after all, a salon, of the kind originated by Madame de Pompadour.’

‘Did you find anyone like that?’

‘There was one person I felt optimistic about, but . . .’ Kajii broke off. Rika couldn’t stop herself from grinning. Kajii hadn’t been able to integrate herself into the group. Rika had heard from numerous sources that those stylish, affluent ladies, well versed in communicating with other women, found Kajii’s behaviour and her appearance ridiculous, and hadn’t admitted her into their circle.

‘The time you started going to Le Salon de Miyuko coincides with the point in time when people around you started dying. There was some link, wasn’t there?’

As she asked the question, Rika had the sense that something was off. She felt like Kajii was holding the reins, after all. Kajii bowed her head and kept it bowed, and the visit came to an end.

Rika noticed that her whole body was filmed in sweat. Even after she left the Detention House and began walking, the moisture enveloping her showed no sign of drying. A cold, sleet-blended rain had soaked the pavement. Only the knowledge that she was heading to an apartment where someone was waiting for her kept her feet moving forward.

Rika couldn’t understand why people favoured the taiyaki and takoyaki and fried chicken that Shinoi bought over the Japanese food that lately she was putting so much time and energy into cooking, even getting home early from work to prepare. Today, Shinoi had brought katsu sandwiches that he’d picked up in a shop in the station between appointments. Most of them had disappeared the instant the box was opened, and now there were only two left. Only Reiko, who seemed a little vacant, hadn’t tucked in.

‘It’s strange, isn’t it, this set up? It feels really relaxed somehow.’ It took Rika a while to realise that the person speaking to her was Reiko. Her friend was standing right beside her at the sink, drying one of the wet plates Rika had washed. Even while busily moving her hands, Rika could tell that Reiko was making an effort to return to her ordinary self. Desperate not to mar the atmosphere, Rika inhaled deeply, turned on the tap and affected as casual a tone as she could.

‘Maybe it’s because there’s lots of rooms, and it feels like a family habitat in a way? So people are free to use it how they want. And everyone here is a night owl. It’s special because everyone’s doing exactly as they please.’

‘I don’t think so. I think it’s because you’re here.’

Rika now surveyed the apartment from behind the kitchen counter. Yū, finally liberated from her graduation assignment, was engrossed in a game with Kitamura, while Shinoi was at the table cutting out articles from a newspaper. Melanie lay at his feet.

‘When you’re around, everyone feels freed from their normal roles. They forget their gender and their position in society. It’s as if the magnetic field shifts. I think you’ve always had that aspect to you, but it’s grown stronger recently.’

‘Really? I can’t see that all, myself. Do you think it’s because I’m more approachable now I’ve put on so much weight – like some kind of cuddly mascot? Oh, and the editor told me that two places have opened up at Le Salon de Miyuko. If I start going, I’m only going to gain more! I’m not even interested in the Kajii case any more.’

Even listening to Rika prattling away, Reiko didn’t crack a smile.

‘I think it’s because you don’t mind if your acquaintances get to know one another when you’re not there. You’re not bothered by the idea of them forming new connections or talking about you, right? I think that’s a rare quality. People are usually desperate to hold on to what they’ve got, desperate not to lose anything.’

‘Maybe you’re right. Also, I haven’t told you this yet, but Makoto and I broke up.’

‘Oh, did you?’ Reiko said, and nodded. Rika squeezed on the washing-up sponge in her hand, so the foam inside burst out.

‘I don’t imagine I’ll find anyone else now. I’m guessing I’ll be single for the rest of my life. If that’s how it has to be, then so be it, I guess. It was my decision, after all. I never thought that I wanted to get married, but maybe I’m more conservative than I realised.’

‘Why do you think that it’s impossible to fall in love unless someone appears before you and tries to win you over?’

Reiko’s large pale eyes were focused on Rika.

‘Why do we think that nothing will ever happen unless a man singles us out? Why do we have to wait to be chosen, doing nothing, as if we were dead or something?’

The water came spilling over the side of the washing-up bowl, and Rika turned off the tap. The clear water sloshing around brightened up the kitchen.

‘. . . Not voicing your hopes or what you really feel, enticing the other person to behave as you want, watching them to see how they act so you don’t mess things up – that way of going about things seems no different to Kajii and her victims. I really understood that, spending time at Yokota’s house. I thought that a man who was unused to women, the kind of man who would fall for Kajii, would be easy to win over, just by cooking and cleaning for him, but all I did was scare him off.

‘I think maybe the same was true with Ryōsuke, too. I was so concerned with trying to get Ryōsuke to act in the way I wanted him to that I was actually running in the opposite direction from him, without ever really telling him what I wanted. I had abandoned the idea of having an equal conversation. I was always waiting for him to initiate everything. I wanted to be the princess who was forever wanted by others. I felt so embarrassed when Kajii pointed that out about me. When I was rejected by Yokota, a man I didn’t even like, my pride was in tatters. I was an idiot. I’m not a cute little girl any more, I should know that. I really think you should stop waiting on others’ approval, too. I’m pretty sure that you’ll fall in love with someone else, in due course. Then you need to tell that person, honestly, how you feel.’

‘Do you think it could ever work out, though? With me as I am?’

Rika’s voice was trembling, and she felt herself blush. Reiko was the picture of seriousness.

‘What does it mean though, for things to work out between a man and a woman? What state is that indicating? Sometimes you can go as far as getting married and it still doesn’t work out, like in my case. And being desired by men doesn’t always make you happy, as we know from Kajii. You need to trust yourself, Rika. If you find someone you truly like then that person is enormously lucky, and if you told them how you felt they’d be pleased, regardless of whether it develops into a romantic relationship. The kind of person you’d fall for wouldn’t treat you cruelly or use you. I can guarantee that.’

Out of the blue, Rika was hit by the desire to have an apartment of her own, the same size as this one. Or no, the size didn’t really matter – the thing was to have lots of individual rooms, so that people could have their privacy.

‘Thank you, Reiko. I really mean it. And look, if you’re feeling a bit better, send Ryōsuke a text or an email, will you? He’s really worried about you. Forget that he’s your husband, and think about him as a male friend.’

There was a little pause, and then, without changing her expression, Reiko nodded and raised her right shoulder in assent, then wiped her hands with a towel. With Melanie padding after her, she headed off into Shinoi’s daughter’s bedroom.

Looking at the three people left sitting in the living room, Rika felt the haze that had been clouding her vision start to take on clearer contours.

All this time, she had thought that she alone could protect Reiko. She’d wanted to make Shinoi feel less lonely, and she’d been plagued by guilt about her mother, who was so tied up with taking care of her grandfather. But actually, thinking that she could solve their problems was sheer arrogance – just as she’d been unable to do anything to save her father in the final stretch of his life. Her loved ones’ issues were their own domains, as individuals, and not places that she could go stomping into. Quite possibly, the only thing she could do was to create a place of escape where the people close to her could come when they needed to.

Saying they’d go back to their respective homes that evening, Kitamura and Yū left while the trains were still running. Rika had a shower, changed out of her work clothes and returned to the living room to find Shinoi sitting opposite Reiko. For one moment, their faces overlapped inside her, and she started.

Shinoi glanced up at Rika, who was drying her hair. These last few days, he seemed to have grown visibly younger. His skin looked softer and shinier, possibly as a result of all the fried food he’d been eating.

Across from him, Reiko was slurping a bowl of noodles.

‘It’s my culinary speciality: Sapporo Ichiban salt ramen with butter on top. It looked like she didn’t have much of an appetite earlier. For once, she asked.’

Rika sensed a glimmer of pride in his long, thin profile. Reiko had a sensitive palate, and was hyper-aware of additives and nutritional values, and yet here she was eating this? Rika felt a small sense of betrayal.

‘There are times in life when this sort of instant food tastes better. The kind of eating where absorbing the feelings of the person who’s made the food can use up energy. Everyone needs some distance sometimes – from tasty things as well as anything else,’ said Shinoi. Rika guessed that he had eaten instant ramen alone in this room more times than he could count. He must have noticed Rika’s critical expression, for he went on.

‘Reiko’s old enough to take responsibility for her diet herself. It’s not good to fuss over her too much. She’s spoilt enough as it is. A spoilt little princess – or no, maybe she’s more like a prince.’

Reiko looked up from her bowl and glared at Shinoi. The fact that the two of them had grown this close so quickly seemed perfectly natural to Rika. She also knew there’d not been a single man in Reiko’s past who’d teased her like this.

The only noise in the room was that of Reiko slurping her noodles. Rika could smell the spices in the powdered soup.

Shinoi’s way of speaking was somehow warmer and fuller when he was speaking to Reiko. Maybe there were similarities between her and his ex-wife, she thought. Certainly the kitchen here and in Reiko’s house had points of similarity. The air that wafted out when you opened the oven, the creak that the table made when pulling it out were identical. Maybe Rika was like his daughter, and Reiko like his wife. If that were true, it would make sense why they felt so comfortable as a threesome.

Reiko slowly set her bowl down on the table.

‘I want to go to Kajii’s cooking school, the one you were talking about. If you’re not going to go, then I’ll go alone. I’m not doing it for you. I just want to see what it’s like.’

Reiko wiped her shining lips with the back of her hand, then stood up and opened the window. Envisioning the ice-cold night-time air flooding in, Rika tensed her body. The pale ochre curtains flapped in the breeze, for a moment obscuring Reiko’s delicate shoulders. Rika whispered to Shinoi, who was next to her.

‘Would you mind making me a bowl, too? With plenty of butter.’

He grinned, and strode over to the kitchen, empty bowl in hand. The night breeze that blew in was unexpectedly mild, caressing the exposed sections of Rika’s skin. As it grazed her cheeks, she smelled the scent of spring. It came as a shock to her that the warmer season was finally arriving, kicking away the cold, dry wind. And there she’d been, until a few minutes ago, thinking that nothing would change, that she couldn’t change a thing.

Even without her lifting a finger, the world would keep on changing. The fact stunned her. Even without her trying, the people around her would form connections, intertwine in complex ways, and keep on growing, like the roots, leaves and stems of a plant. She felt as though she could see their rich green spreading out behind her eyelids.

Maybe spring was a good season to take up a new hobby. Manako Kajii’s retrial would start in two months’ time.





Chapter Thirteen

I was born in Fuchū, in Tokyo, but from as far back as I can remember, I was brought up in a village called Agano, recognised as the origin of the dairy farming industry for the entire prefecture of Niigata.

It’s about forty minutes’ drive from Agano to the station in Niigata city, where you can get hold of more or less anything you might need. My father was an adventurous type, and thanks to his influence, my family took pleasure in eating out and taking trips. My mother was a sociable person, absorbed in her job teaching in the cultural centre and the various lessons she attended, so I often used to go with her into Niigata and wander around. Accordingly, I never had much of a sense of myself as living in the countryside.

Yet come winter, the plains would be blanketed in snow as far as the eye could see, and I would be cooped up in that tiny village. It seemed to me then as though the world was quiet, and everything around me was dead. The one place which stood out to me, and seemed to exude a sense of life, was the cowshed next to my house. Even when all around was silvery white, the shed remained pleasantly warm from the cows’ body temperature and their hot breath. In winter, the cows stock up on nutrients, so their milk is sweet, with a creamy richness. Milk is originally part of cows’ blood.

For me, dairy products are both my life and my blood. It’s these memories that I have to thank for my love of sweet things and buttery food, particularly butter-rich French cuisine. Looking at the cowshed, with its rows of female cows, I was overcome by their sheer power as they stood, unbothered by the stench and the flies, with their big teeth and protruding eyes. The strips of flypaper black with flies made me shudder. At the same time, I found myself wondering about the absent bulls. I felt unnerved by how, so long as they had some way of getting hold of the semen to make them pregnant, these cows could do without the opposite sex entirely.

The thing about Tokyo that initially took me aback when I came here to study was how bland the dairy products and the rice tasted. I was surprised, too, by how the women around me tended not to eat much of either. If they did, it would be in tiny quantities. Their ascetic, abstinent attitude applied to all aspects of their lifestyle. Looking at them living in that finicky, pious way made me so angry I wanted to slam them against the wall.

One lunchtime, not long after first arriving at university, I was on my own in the university cafeteria. I hadn’t succeeded in making any friends. Sitting there, I overheard a group of four girls talking. All of them originated from outside Tokyo, and were living alone or in the girls’ dorms. None had boyfriends. They were confessing things to one another with great earnestness – one of them hadn’t fitted in well back home, one didn’t like the big city, one wanted to save money, one wanted to lose weight. At the beginning they hadn’t sounded at all lively, but I suppose that as they went on chatting, it brightened their spirits. Gradually they began smiling, and eventually concocted a plan for the four of them to go on holiday together. By the time they stood up from the table, they looked like regular university students, having a whale of a time. I felt wounded by the speed of their transformation and the depth of their self-interest, and angered by how they seemed satisfied when not a single one of their original problems had been solved. I didn’t understand it at all. I am alone, I thought. I don’t need solace. I decided at that moment to live my life without becoming involved with other people. Not long after that I quit university, and began to make my living by going on dates with affluent gentlemen.

I’ll confess to something here. I know I’m perceived as man-crazy, but the truth is, I’m not the kind of base, lascivious woman who thinks only of men’s bodies. It’s more that I loathe women.

My loathing doesn’t stem from jealousy, and nor is it my revenge for not being accepted. I will admit that many of the men I met on dating sites were spoiled and needy, but such tendencies are far easier to bear than women’s inscrutable behaviour, overpowering ferocity and endlessly mercurial natures.

There’s a statue in Agano of three hardworking maidens, known as ‘The Three Graces’. There’s a similar statue in Niigata Station, too. Ever since I was very young, I have despised those statues. I will admit that, on occasion, I stuck old chewing gum and left my melted ice-cream on the Agano Graces. It’s inconceivable that a number of women – beautiful ones at that – could get along with one another while working together. With three of them, it’s certain that one would always be left out. I also couldn’t forgive the fact that all of them were so slim. Having been subjected from such a young age to my mother’s pathologically persistent attempts to make me diet, I despised reduced-calorie food and exercise above anything.

I know that people ridicule my figure. People have commented in the past that if I’m so set on pleasing men, it makes no sense that my appearance would fail to meet their requirements. I say that people who come out with such things don’t understand the mechanism by which men fall for women. They’ve probably only ever had a very malnourished sex life. I can only feel sympathy for them.

To forgive, envelop, affirm, reassure and never surpass men – that’s all it takes. Why do the women of this world not understand this? You think that doesn’t sound like something which a human is capable of? I would like to say very loudly and forcefully: all women should become goddesses. If my imprisonment here – for crimes I didn’t commit – would only enable that message to spread across the world, then I could make my peace with it a little better.

I’m not saying that women should suppress their desires. If they’re hoping to maintain superlative powers of tolerance, women can’t be holding on to stress, worries or conflict. They are goddesses, after all! Which is why I eat exactly what I want to. I don’t repress desires of any kind, and that isn’t confined to luxuries either.

‘Nice to meet you! My name’s Kazuko Minami. I’m a friend of Ms Shigemori, the food writer.’

This wasn’t the first time Rika had used a false name for work, but her pronunciation of this one came out sounding awkward. Unlike on previous occasions, the person she was speaking to wasn’t a politician or a celebrity, but rather Miyuko Sasazuka, known to everyone as ‘Madame’.

Together with her husband, Madame oversaw the running of the renowned Balzac restaurant. Her personality and hospitality won over even those VIPs visiting from overseas, and it was no rarity to see her featured in classy women’s magazines. Her sharp gaze gave the impression of someone who wouldn’t let anything slip past her, but there was a quality to her that made her impossible to dislike, like a small dog looking out serenely from the soft blanket in which it had been carefully wrapped.

‘I’m Mariko Iino, Kazuko’s friend from university. I’m a housewife,’ Reiko introduced herself smoothly. Rika had been concerned about how Reiko would cope with her first excursion into the outside world since her ordeal, and had been sneaking furtive looks in her direction since they’d met at Roppongi Station, but her friend’s movements seemed carefree and assured. She wore a navy jumper she had borrowed from Yū, and had swept back her hair, which had by now grown quite long, leaving her forehead exposed. A slick of lipstick graced her otherwise un-made-up face. These small details already made her look more like she had when working at her old job, which Rika was happy to see. Reiko was still staying at Shinoi’s house, but recently she’d been corresponding with Ryōsuke unprompted, and had started taking Melanie for morning walks. Shinoi didn’t seem to object to her presence, and with Yū and Kitamura there all the time now as well, Rika was starting to relinquish the sense that the situation was one she needed to sort out. She herself was staying in the apartment about half the week.

It was already midway through March. The air was still chilly, but the cherry blossoms were forecast to bloom a little earlier than usual, and she had a crop of work-related hanami parties in the diary for the end of the month.

She and Reiko had arrived at Roppongi Station, deep below the ground, and taken several long escalators that carried them above ground in stages until they finally found themselves outside Roppongi Hills. The apartment was a five-minute walk down a gentle slope towards Azabu Jūban, in a cream-coloured fortress of a building that was practically indistinguishable from the many embassies in this area.

They were let into the building then walked a carpeted corridor to a glass-fronted lift. On reaching Madame’s apartment, they changed into large comfortable slippers in the marble-floored entranceway. Guided by their host, they walked down a corridor, rounding two corners before they came to a huge open-plan room. Everything was arranged around the centrally positioned square kitchen, with two ovens and six hobs. The sink and the work stations were made of a material Rika hadn’t encountered before with no light or gloss to it, which gave the space an unintimidating feel. It was hard to imagine that all the kitchens in the building were like this – the Sasazukas must have had it designed to their specifications.

‘Everyone, this is Ms Minami and Ms Iino, who will be joining us from today. They’re friends of Ms Shigemori.’

The six students sitting around the long table draped with a starched white cloth now looked up. All were women in their thirties or forties, whose stylish attire, lustrous hair and glossy skin spoke of their affluent lifestyle. Several of them Rika recognised, and she averted her eyes. She was all too aware that, were it not for their contact with Kajii, their lives would’ve continued without scrutiny. Outside the window, Tokyo Tower twinkled in the night sky, astonishingly close.

From the ceiling hung a small vintage chandelier. Lined up on the caramel-coloured bookcase were numerous trophies and pictures of the Sasazukas alongside the French ambassador, along with various snow domes, Mexican dolls, ceramic thimble-sized trinkets and other souvenirs she imagined they’d received as gifts. Hung on the wall was a baroque painting of a noblewoman playing cards which looked familiar. Jazz piano was playing at a low volume in the background, vigorous and striking.

Madame went around the students handing out stapled sheets of paper on which the day’s recipes were written.

‘Shall we make a start? Today we’ll be cooking soupe de poisson, which we’ll make by straining a mixture of fish and seafood. That’ll be followed by carrot, onion and cumin pie, lamb with orange, and a strawberry mousse.’

‘Ahh, cumin! My favourite! I should have a healthy appetite today,’ said a woman with short hair of a vibrant brown, clapping her hands together and instantly lightening the mood of the room.

‘You really love cumin, don’t you, Aki!’ The other women laughed.

Rika tentatively raised a hand. ‘Are we going to make all of that? Here and now?’

‘We certainly are. But there’s eight of us, so we’ll be fine! Shall we get down to business?’

The students stood up as one. The cloth was removed from the table they’d been sitting at, heralding its transformation into a work station. All the ingredients were brought over.

Rika widened her eyes to see the lamb joint with its row of bones sticking out from its crimson flesh. Then her attention was caught by the dull gleam and vibrant hues of the mussels, crab, sea perch and marbled rockfish. Madame went on arranging ingredients on the table – a basket heaped with colourful vegetables, containers of butter and cream. The students discovered tasks for themselves without being directed, and Rika soon found herself at a loss. Seeing this, a woman wearing a spotted apron over her cashmere cardigan handed Rika a chopping board and knife. As instructed, Rika set about chopping up the carrots, celery and onions into a brunoise. There was no denying that her movements were slow in comparison to those of the women around her. Not just that, but she felt that the task required her entire focus, in stark contrast to everyone else, who managed to talk and laugh as they worked. At Madame’s instruction, Rika transferred her irregularly diced vegetables into a pan, and began to heat them. She was handed a wooden spatula, and stood at the hob, her heart still pounding in her chest. The other students gathered around her.

‘We’ll start with the soupe de poisson. First of all, we suet the vegetables that have been cut into a brunoise. “Suet” means to sweat, and with this, we’re literally making the vegetables sweat, heating them slowly on a low flame until they’re veiled with a light moisture. Don’t overdo it, you need to watch the heat.’

Rika could sense people’s gazes focused on her hands. Finally, the moisture began to seep from the vegetables, and steam dampened Rika’s cheeks.

‘Try lowering the heat, Ms Minami.’

It was a pointer, not a telling-off, and yet this alone was enough to make Rika’s stomach clench. Perhaps sensing her nerves, Madame smoothly took over with the spatula, and Rika stepped back. The food processor whizzed, a torrent of flour and butter moving up and down. This mixture would become the pie crust.

‘We don’t want to let the fragments of butter melt, so we pour in the cold water little by little.’

When the lid of the food processor was removed, the flour danced up into the air, grazing Rika’s nose.

Next, the roughly chopped seafood was added into the suet pan. The air in the kitchen grew lively with the smell of saffron. The refreshing acidity of the tomatoes that were tossed in next cleansed her chest. Cumin seeds were sprinkled on the carrots and onions being braised in the pan, and the moment they met its moisture, a smell that seemed to combine fragrant smoke, fried meat and nuts rose up, tickling the back of Rika’s nose with a comfortable heat and bringing a smokiness to her throat.

‘Madame, the pâte brisée is finished,’ someone said, and Madame turned around.

‘Now use the pastry cutter to cut it into circles. If you don’t have a round cutter at home, you can always use a glass.’

Rika could tell that Reiko was being restored to life. She fitted in so well that nobody would ever guess it was her first time, deftly chopping vegetables and sprinkling salt over the lamb from a height. Madame was complimenting her in language that Rika didn’t even understand. The oranges for the sauce were squeezed, the sweet-sour smell of their juice drifting through the kitchen. Breadcrumbs, coriander and orange peel formed a whirlwind inside the food processor, creating an aromatic mixture that was to be smeared onto the lamb before roasting.

Standing next to Madame, Rika found herself mumbling, ‘Coriander and orange with lamb . . . I can’t even imagine how that will taste.’

‘But tastes you can imagine are dull, no?’ Madame responded brightly. As she spoke, a fine orange ribbon of carrot peeled with the spine of her knife spiralled onto the chopping board. She wound it up as if creating a corsage.

‘Wow, that really looks like an orange flower! You’d never think it was made of carrot!’

The strawberries pureed in the mixer were placed in a bowl submerged in ice water, then mixed with the cream. Their fresh red combined with the soft white to create a bright pink shade, the very sight of which set flowers blooming in Rika’s chest. Seeing her standing by, doing very little except for watching all that was going on around her, Reiko handed her a grinder-like device with a handle.

‘You can be in charge of straining the soup, Kazuko.’

Rika pulled a puzzled face, and Reiko pointed to the device’s handle. In the strainer at the top of the bowl lay the cooked fish and crab.

‘It’s the hardest thing to mess up. See?’

It seemed as though all you had to do was turn the moulinette handle, and out would come the soup. Rika could feel the bones, tails and eyes of the fish being pulverised beneath the force of her arms. Her arms soon grew tired, and she put her whole body weight into it. She grasped the moulinette, thinking that if she could just keep up with this task, she would get away without embarrassing herself. A tall woman called Chizu coiling the carrot ribbons behind her whispered in her ear.

‘You’re the same as me. You’re not here to get better at cooking, are you?’

Rika had been drawn to this woman from the start – amidst a sea of soft knitted fabric and dresses, she was the only student wearing trousers beneath her apron. Unable to meet the woman’s gaze, Rika stared down at a marbled rockfish eye in the moulinette. From the moment she stepped inside this room, she’d had the sense that she recognised the woman from somewhere. There was something familiar about her freckled skin and thick, shapely lips.

‘You’ve come to look at all the pretty women, right?’ Chizu said with a grin. As Rika fell into stunned silence, she went on, ‘I know your game! I come here because it reminds me of club activities back at school.’

A woman in her forties, full-figured but very beautiful, joined in their conversation. Rika guessed that she had been the target of the comments online that said, ‘There’s other people there just as fat as Kajii!’ As she spoke, she continued whisking the contents of a bowl.

‘I don’t think that’s true, Chizu! I think you’d go anywhere in the world so long as there was plenty of cheese, be it France or Switzerland . . .’

‘Today’s cheese is your favourite: Mimolette! Just make sure you save some for us, okay?’ Now Madame broke into the conversation, and everybody laughed.

A worryingly meagre amount of soup had emerged from the moulinette. In time, the hot, buttery scent of the baking pies began to fill the room. From the other oven flooded the aroma of lamb and oranges. The sweet-sour scent of the fruit commingled with the wild tang of the meat, stimulating the appetite.

By the time all the courses were done, it was already past ten. Rika, who’d been envisaging the lesson to be a far more casual affair, felt overcome and exhausted by the amount of work involved, as well as everyone’s reserves of energy and their wealth of knowledge.

The flowers placed on the table were mimosas, to chime with the red and orange tones of the meal. The tablecloth was a pale blue – ‘Choose complementary colours to make the food really shine,’ Madame said as she spread it out – lending the table a lakeside picnic ambience. Rika’s levels of hunger were starting to grow unbearable, and the moment she sat down, unable to wait for the food about to be served, she reached for a slice of baguette, which she spread with a thick layer of butter. So extreme was her hunger that she couldn’t absorb the lengthy tasting notes for the wine.

Barely paying attention to the colour combinations of the plates, she lifted to her mouth a spoonful of the tomato-coloured soup in front of her. From all around came the sound of sighing. She’d been disappointed by the small quantity of liquid she’d managed to extract, even after putting so much effort in, but the finished product was like liquid umami. It seemed to comprise the sweet, bitter and mellow tastes from every part of each of the fish – from the very centres of their eyeballs.

Tucking into the bite-sized pie decorated with the orange carrot flower, her eyes widened at how delicious the braised new onions and carrots were, the cumin perfectly drawing out their sweetness. The main dish of lamb, cut from the bone as soon as it was placed on the table, was so glorious to behold that it made her heart race. Protected by its wall of sweet breadcrumbs, orange peel and fresh coriander, the meat had the robust smell of a grassy plain. The strawberry mousse served as dessert, brought out after the hard rich orange cheese that reminded her of dried mullet roe, was fluffy and soft, sweet yet tart. For the first time this year, Rika felt that the season when all the flowers would come into bloom was at arm’s reach.

Rika was fascinated by the lecture that Madame gave about table-setting, and differences between Japanese and Western approaches to lighting. The other students showed no hesitation in asking questions.

When the meal had drawn to a close, Madame looked over at Rika and said, ‘Ms Minami, is there anything in particular you’d like to learn to cook? Any requests are welcome!’

Lulled into a sense of safety by the relaxed atmosphere, Rika couldn’t resist. She replied, ‘Hmm, well, I imagine it might be quite basic for everyone here, but I’d love to learn how to make boeuf bourguignon.’

A hush fell across the room. A petite, pretty woman that people called Hitomi stood up from the table, her head down, and left the room. Rika had read about her online – she was the wife of a department head at a major manufacturing firm, and of all the group was the one whose identity had been most widely divulged by the media. Chizu followed hurriedly behind her. Madame looked after them with a concerned look, but then, perhaps out of consideration for Rika, narrowed her eyes into a smile.

‘I’m sorry. We’ve done that recipe so many times by now, I think we’ll leave it for the moment.’

After a while Hitomi returned and, though still a touch pale, began conversing with the others as though nothing had happened. It was palpably clear that everyone was taking care not to make a big deal out of it. Rika felt unbearably guilty, but didn’t know what to say. When Hitomi’s colour had returned and she was talking normally, Madame got to her feet.

‘Well, ladies, I’ll see you in two weeks’ time. We’ll be learning about apéritifs and digestifs. I know that drinking sweet liquor with a meal isn’t something that’s really done in Japan, but it can stimulate the appetite, and be very delicious.’

The lesson was over. A bevy of different-coloured scents wafted through Rika’s body. As if intoxicated, she found it hard to summon the energy to get to her feet, until Reiko prompted her. They folded up their aprons and left the apartment. The warmth inside her body made the outside air feel especially cool. The moment she sank into the subway seat, Rika felt a heavy, dull ache in her arms and back. She and Reiko looked at one another, simultaneously registering their tiredness. It struck her that this was the first time she and Reiko had cooked together. The sensation was a mismatched one: the satisfaction of a full stomach, together with a profound tiredness. She’d definitely been nervous, but her heart had been singing for most of it. A sense of achievement filled her body right down to her fingertips.

‘I think Kajii actually killed them. That’s my bet.’

Of late, the two of them had been avoiding the subject of Kajii. To hear Reiko speaking of her unprompted like this came as a relief, even as it astonished her.

‘There’s so much physical force involved in that kind of cooking. It’s serious business. If you were to hit someone with one of those terrine weights, they’d probably die. Or if you crushed someone’s fingers in the moulinette.’

Rika burst out laughing. The sensation of crushing the sea perch and marbled rockfish to a pulp came rushing back to her.

‘You’re right. When I hear about cooking schools, my image is of something dainty and domestic, but it’s actually a strength contest.’

‘The students are all way nicer than I was expecting, though,’ Reiko said. ‘They’re not affected, and don’t give off the super-rich vibe. I feel bad for them for being exposed like that, just on the back of having been in the same room as Kajii. That person who ran out in the middle – I guess she must have been thinking of Kajii.’

‘I felt terrible when that happened. Even knowing it’s for the article, it doesn’t make the guilt any less. Why do you think the school attracted that much media attention, though? There was a while when it seemed like it was getting more coverage than Kajimana herself.’

‘It must be wrapped up in people’s prejudice and sense of inferiority toward the kinds of women who attend cooking schools, don’t you think? They’re seen as being part of this privileged elite, and everyone’s envious.’

‘Yeah. If I’m honest, I had the same preconception,’ Rika admitted. ‘But I feel like I understand better, now I’ve started cooking a little myself. Cleaning and cooking are much more rock and roll than I thought. What you need above all is strength . . . A fighting spirit that can withstand the tedium of everyday life without getting blunted by it.’

At this, Reiko’s eyes sprung open wide. ‘Yes! It’s rock and roll! A means of resisting authority!’

Rika could tell that the suited man leaning his whole body weight on the leather strap was listening in to their conversation.

‘When the world is this unfair and unfriendly, people want to do the things that give them satisfaction, that fortify and protect them. It doesn’t necessarily require money – just time and innovation. Making the very thing you want to eat for yourself can be a pain sometimes, but it’s fun, too.’

Seeing Reiko so full of beans was immensely heartening. Ryōsuke might find her power overwhelming, but it was exactly that power which was protecting his way of life.

Rika’s lips stayed slick with grease from the lamb until she got back to the office.

‘Where on earth did you meet someone like that?’ Rika asked, interrupting Kajii’s monologue.

She was beginning to write up her interview with Kajii in the form of a first-person diary, which was to be the main feature in the New Year’s issue of the Shūmei Weekly, but she was having a hard time with it.

By now, with a fair amount of jumping back and forth, Kajii had told her story up to the point at which she’d quit her women’s university. She claimed that she’d begun earning a living by dating affluent older gentlemen, and that she’d done so on the back of a suggestion made by a man whom she’d stumbled across one day in town. This part of her story was particularly vague, so Rika followed up in a harsh tone of voice. Kajii shrugged.

‘I was having tea in the lounge at Hotel Ōkura when he approached me and said, “I’ve been searching for you all this time.” A white-haired gentleman in a finely tailored linen suit.’

‘Please just tell me the truth. I know when you’re lying.’

Perhaps because Rika screwed up her face with a look of such displeasure, Kajii reluctantly amended her account. Maybe she’d misremembered being scouted – maybe she’d in fact begun looking into it by herself on the internet, and an elderly gentleman she’d met that way had introduced her to many others. But she didn’t forget to add, in a tone so forceful that it indicated, on this point at least, she was not budging an inch, that, ‘It was not prostitution. Few of them were physically capable of having sex, anyway. They’d treat me to dinner in extravagant restaurants, I’d converse with them, go along with them to the opera, or kabuki, or sumo wrestling, and then we’d retire to a famous hotel, where we’d either cuddle and sleep next to each other, or I’d give them a massage or let them rest their head in my lap. That was all.’

Rika only half believed this statement, but however you looked at the matter, there was no doubting that Kajii had been selling her youth. The truth about Kajii’s prostitution had already been revealed in other magazines, and Rika knew that even if she did pursue the matter further, it wouldn’t make for print-worthy news.

‘Thanks to them, I was able to lead a lifestyle that other girls of my age couldn’t even dream of. I felt that fulfilling men’s desires was an ideal profession. All of them told me how enjoyable it was to be with me, how I allowed them to lose track of time. Of course, just like Madame de Pompadour, it kept me busy. I would read The Nikkei so that I could converse satisfactorily with company presidents, and I studied the classics and the traditional arts. I made an effort with my skin and my hair.’

‘Did your family realise that you’d stopped studying and were making a living from, uh, dating men?’

‘My father was aware. He had a word with me about it once, when he was visiting Tokyo. I informed him that I’d quit university, but I was attending a cooking school in Daikanyama and getting an education in real life, and that convinced him. Dating older people, I said, was my way of studying society, and I didn’t let them touch me. My father was always saying that women shouldn’t cheapen themselves, that they should be mysterious untouchable beings, like the Virgin Mary. All that time, he was sending me money. He’d often come to Tokyo, and take me to an assortment of restaurants, as part of my education. When Anna moved to Tokyo, she came to live with me. She was still very young at the time, really, and didn’t seem to understand what I was doing for a living. But when it was the three of us – my father, my sister and I, without my mother – it was such great fun. Living in Tokyo seemed in my eyes like the real thing.’

When Kajii spoke about her early twenties, she grew genuinely animated. It was hard to resist the conclusion that she’d had a far more fulfilled sort of existence than Rika and Reiko when they’d first ventured out of university into the world. At that time, Rika had been so taken up with trying to acclimatise to her work that her personal life had been practically non-existent.

‘It seems like that way of life suited you. Why did you decide you wanted to get married, and begin looking for a husband? It sounds as though you needn’t have done that.’

Kajii calmly lifted her cheeks and cocked her head. ‘I wanted to have a daughter.’

‘Madame de Pompadour never became a mother, did she? I remember reading she was physically weak, and had numerous miscarriages . . .’ Unable to form her thoughts into a coherent shape, Rika changed her question. ‘Why a daughter, though, when you dislike women so much? Doesn’t that contradict what you’re always saying?’

‘Oh no, I love my sister Anna. It’s different when it’s family. I have a profoundly maternal streak.’

‘Were your fellow students at Le Salon de Miyuko another exception?’ Rika stopped when she saw Kajii’s startled look.

The longer she spent with Kajii and heard what she had to say, the more strongly Rika felt it. It was the same as the way that using complementary colours and aromas brought out the flavour of one’s ingredients. The more extreme Kajii’s pronouncements, the more they were drenched in loneliness.

The vinegar in the beurre blanc sauce brought the creamy smoothness of the sea urchin into even starker relief. As the warm sea urchin was crushed on the surface of her tongue, it was transformed into sea-flavoured cream that blended seamlessly with the similarly rich taste of the flan pastry, redolent with egg yolk.

By the second lesson, Rika’s embarrassment about making mistakes and being slower than the other students had disappeared. She now felt assured in the fact that, with Madame’s instructions and the abilities of the other students, the meal would get made whatever happened. A far more important question, she had come to understand, was how to enjoy this time to the fullest.

‘Are you free after this? We could go and get a coffee, if you like?’ It was after the meal and Madame’s lecture were over, when Rika was folding up her apron and wrapping the cords around it, that Chizu approached her. Rika nodded.

‘How about you, Ms Iino?’

Now Chizu glanced over Rika’s shoulder at Reiko, but most likely out of consideration for Rika, Reiko smiled and said no, walking briskly out of the classroom with her ponytail swaying from side to side.

On the way out of Madame’s apartment, Chizu put on a well-worn but still trusty-looking trenchcoat that was almost identical to Rika’s, a fact which made the two of them exchange glances and smile. They went into the Starbucks in a corner of the Tsutaya in Roppongi and sat facing one another at a table near the entrance.

The air outside was chilly, and Rika was startled to see several customers drinking Frappuccinos on the outside terrace, all of them white. Both Rika and Chizu had just had a coffee with the crepes they’d eaten for dessert, so they ordered cups of tea and chai respectively.

‘You must have got a real surprise when Hitomi took a funny turn all of a sudden,’ Chizu said, with no preamble. Rika sat up straight. This was exactly what she’d been angling for; in the lesson they’d just had she’d made a point of speaking to Chizu and expressing concern about Hitomi.

‘I don’t think there’s any point hiding it, so I may as well just tell you . . . You know Manako Kajii, who was convicted for killing those men she met on dating sites? Were you aware of some connection? I guess it figures you’d know, if you’re a friend of Ms Shigemori. She’s in the media world, after all.’

When Chizu came to the crucial part of her tale, Rika widened her eyes in shock just as she’d practised doing. She moved her eyes around as if to imply that, come to think of it, she had read something like that in the past, and nodded.

‘If you search for the name of the school online, you’ll probably find photos of us all. People say that we’re a group of nauseatingly rich women who exacerbated Kajii’s insecurities and drove her to become a killer, a group of bored housewives who think of our husbands as cash machines and nothing else. It’s all way off the mark, but Hitomi’s a very sensitive person, and it seems she took those comments to heart and went through a rough patch. I think she was traumatised, in a way, by having cooked in a room together with Kajii, so that subject has become a taboo in our lessons. Would you mind passing the message on to Ms Iino as well? Sorry, I’ve probably said too much.’

‘No, not at all. I imagine it’s a hard thing to talk about with other people, but I’m very happy to listen. This might sound impolite, but I’m fascinated by it.’

‘I can see that. I bet if I weren’t involved, I’d be captivated by it, and looking stuff up about it, and all the rest. With the sort of work I do, I’m fairly used to being criticised and insulted, so I’ve developed a thick skin as a result. I can take an objective view of things, if needed. Talking with you like this, I keep thinking of more I want to say. I really feel like I’ve met you somewhere before.’

Rika smiled ambiguously, although she was coming to feel the same. She’d probably met Chizu as the secretary or aide of one of the people she was covering for work, she thought, but it seemed impolite to probe further.

‘Boeuf bourguignon, the dish you said you wanted to learn how to make, was a dish that Kajii loved, and was obsessed with learning. She mentioned it in court. I feel like she might have made it for one of her victims? Anyway, it was after that the media onslaught began. It was so petty and awful. Women’s magazines getting in touch and saying, “Teach us how to make meals so mouth-watering that they’d allow someone as ugly as Kajii to win the hearts of multiple men! Help us save the women of this world who want to get married and can’t find a guy!” It’s just a regular cooking school, you know? I got so sick of the press making out that it was some kind of training school for brides-to-be, or an academy teaching women how to attract guys. It was such a horrible thing to happen, and it messed everything up for us. But I guess it did bring us all closer as a result.’

Aha, Reiko thought, maybe that was where the lively ambience that reminded her of her girls’ school came from.

‘Starting up the lessons again has helped all of us to heal. Now we’ve got new students joining, it feels like we’re finally returning to business as usual. I think you and Ms Iino’s arrival has helped with that. Maybe in time we’ll be able to do lessons in the restaurant again. Madame’s apartment is great, but the power of the hobs in the restaurant kitchen is on a totally different level.’

‘I don’t know if I’m allowed to ask this, but what was she like?’

‘Impossible to forget. A truly odd character. She came for about half a year – so I guess about fifteen times in total? She was something of a troublemaker from the start, even leaving aside everything that came later. She came to us through a company president who was a regular at the restaurant – they may well have been together. In her first lesson, after we’d finished cooking and she took a bite of the food, she burst into tears. I was shocked! It was so delicious, had such a generous taste, that she couldn’t help but cry, she said. Everyone could see they were fake tears. She was like an overly self-conscious teenager.’

Chizu stared at her half-drunk tea and then looked towards the bookshop outside the coffee shop.

‘She’d ask us so many questions – where we came from, what schools we’d been to, where we’d bought our clothes and our bags. Whether or not we were married. What did our husbands do? If someone had a boyfriend, were they planning to marry him? Don’t you think that’s weird behaviour? When we weren’t even close.’

Rika had begun to notice that, although Kajii would say how much she despised the clamminess of female interaction, her inner world was the stickiest, clammiest and heaviest of all. In one-on-one conversations she could remain aloof in the belief that she had the upper hand, but Rika could easily imagine how once she joined a group of women, she’d hover around fretfully, trying to find her place. She felt a sensation she’d never experienced before rising up from her waist, flummoxing her. Was this sympathy? Pity? Was she finding Kajii sweet? But no, that wasn’t right. This was nothing but an unpleasant sense of superiority, Rika attempted to tell herself.

‘It was exhausting, and it caught me off guard. I started attending lessons precisely because I was sick of all that in the outside world, and then it found its way in.’

‘When you say “all that”?’

‘How can I explain it? The yardsticks by which women are measured, I guess? The reason the cooking school received as much attention as it did is the preconception that women are creatures who are forever comparing themselves with one another. But that only happens because men try and use their yardsticks to establish some kind of order among women. I feel like Kajii was more man than she was woman. That’s a bad way of putting it, isn’t it? When I say “man”, I mean one of the dominant ones in society. I guess that figures, though, doesn’t it? Anybody would turn out that way if they were mixing exclusively with old men who buy young women for money. I was getting to be like that at one point myself, too.’

Seeing the look Rika was giving her, Chizu waved her hand in front of her face and burst out laughing.

‘Ha, sorry, I don’t mean romantically! I just mean that my work is full of old men and old-men-in-training. There are no women my age, and all the women older than me who looked out for me quit because they couldn’t balance their work life with their duties as wives and mothers. Before I knew it, I was the only one left. Several times, I’ve found myself becoming desensitised, and taking on that kind of old-man attitude myself. I’d start to see groups of women as naive, and they would get on my nerves, or I’d suddenly start feeling irritated with my older sister, whom I usually get on with, because I felt like, as a housewife, she couldn’t understand how hard the working world was. Then I visited Madame’s restaurant with some people from work. I’d never been all that interested in food, but it struck me that time how enjoyable dining could be. Of course the food was delicious, but the ambience was just as lovely. It was so relaxing. Talking to Madame, I found out that she ran a cookery school, and I immediately applied. Back then I couldn’t even peel a potato.’

‘I know just what you’re talking about. When I tried the food that Ms Shigemori had made at the cooking school, I was so impressed. The next thing I knew, I was asking her how I could apply.’

Rika had the disconcerting sensation that what she was saying was in fact the truth. It barely seemed to her as though she were lying. It was as if Kajii’s ways had rubbed off on her. In fact, she’d only ever seen Ms Shigemori’s photo in a magazine, but she felt that she could not only imagine her voice and her presence, but could even clearly picture the inside of her house. She could picture her laptop left open, how she enjoyed cooking but didn’t have the time to devote hours to it, and yet would still end up buying unusual spices and oils when she found them, which now lined the shelves of her kitchen. How the spices she’d bought would often be past their sell-by date. In the attempt to use them up in time she’d make over-seasoned pasta, which made her wince as she ate, washing it down with wine. She tried not to think what this woman – this extension of her – would feel about betraying her friends from the cooking class on behalf of someone from the same industry.

‘I thought so. I had a feeling you and I were two of a kind. We’re not good at cooking, but we enjoy good food. We’re similar, too, in the way we gravitate to those tasks that require a lot of brute force but are difficult to mess up.’

Hearing this, a genuine smile spread across Rika’s face and she felt some core part of her untense. Even the bitter taste of guilt became a welcome ingredient in the dish of her current feelings, somehow accentuating its texture.

‘The way Kajii viewed marriage as the be-all and end-all, the fact she seemed a bit of an unknown quantity, the way she didn’t quite get things . . . All that stopped us from opening up to her, I think.’

‘I really get that.’

‘It was like she brought in all these external standards, then got right up close to us and started forcing them upon us. I got fed up with it. Up until then we’d all enjoyed cooking together without having to know what everyone was doing in their lives outside the school. That’s true again now. It’s a bit like building a boat and setting it afloat altogether. You collaborate to make the things you want to eat, and then eat them. That’s it. Those classes are a safe space. I’m so busy with my work that I barely get to see my family, but I desperately protect the time to go to those lessons, and somehow manage to get off work early that day. As a result, I don’t mind cooking for myself as much as I used to, and I’ve started being more conscious about eating vegetables and meat. I’m getting by somehow.’

Rika gave a deep nod.

‘You need a place like that, don’t you? Everyone does. Life is hard when you don’t have a place where you can feel safe, and it’s easy to find yourself stuck.’

‘We didn’t know anything about one another – ages, jobs, workplaces, whether we’re married or have kids, even surnames. We only knew one another’s first names. There was none of the kind of competition that the articles insinuated there was.’

Rika nodded again. She’d only attended two of the lessons so far, but could tell that the students came not only to learn cooking, but because they loved the atmosphere.

‘What we do know about one another is our favourite and least favourite foods, whether or not we can make a sauce with a nappe consistency, if we’ve been on a cheese holiday to France, which department store’s food section we like the best, which meal scenes from films we take inspiration from when laying the table – that kind of stuff. That’s the crucial info, as far as we’re concerned.’

Was it not in those details that a person’s soul resided? It seemed to Rika that she’d lived her life underestimating the importance of such things.

‘But Kajii wasn’t like that?’

‘Madame’s way of teaching is to make sure that her students master the basics, so you first learn to do everything in an orthodox way. Then, once you’ve grasped that, you can go your own way more: make new additions and adjustments to suit your palate. The same principle is true at Balzac. That’s how true originality is born, she says. I like that sense of freedom. It feels good to me. But Kajii was fixed on doing things in the classic, orthodox way. Breaking the rules even the tiniest bit, giving a new twist to something, made her ever so nervous.’

‘I think I read that she was really into luxury brands. I guess that’s all related.’

‘Exactly. She didn’t like working with ingredients she’d not seen before, or new combinations. It really bothered her, and she’d talk about it all the time. Asking again and again, “Do men like this taste, though?” and “Wouldn’t men object if you did this?” with a perfectly straight face.’

Rika did her best to appear unaffected by these revelations. The backs of her knees were cramping, and not just from standing in the kitchen for so long that evening. She had always supposed that Kajii’s attitude to food had been with her since childhood. Now she saw she’d been wrong. Until Kajii had started attending lessons, she’d seen cooking as a service that one performed for someone else.

‘So one day I just came out and told her: “We’re not here to make food to please our boyfriends and our husbands.” Madame followed up, kindly, telling her that it wasn’t that that way of thinking is mistaken, and there are other cooking schools that teach you how to do exactly that, but if this approach didn’t work for her, she’d be best to find somewhere that suited her better.’

‘What did she say?’

‘She looked shocked. Mumbled something like, “Can you really cook just for yourself, though?” When we asked if she ever had, she said no. She said she would spend time making food when she was with her sister or her boyfriends, but when she was alone, she would simply make things like rice with butter and soy sauce, or rice with a fried egg on top, or tarako pasta. She looked kind of dejected as she said it. I told her that, from where I was standing, as a total lazybones, those all sounded like haute cuisine, and everyone laughed. That was the first time I saw her smile.’

Could it be that the person at Le Salon de Miyuko who Kajii had identified as a potential friend was Chizu? Rika wondered now.

‘That smile floored me, I have to say. She was always putting on airs in this irritating theatrical way, but in that moment all that fell away, and she seemed like a little girl. I remember thinking that, although she’s kind of weird, she’s not so unlike me and the others, after all. Maybe she’s just lonely and ground down. She was a talented cook, and her movements were very precise. She was always cleanly presented, and handled the ingredients with real care, which was a joy to see. She was quick to pick up new information, and serious, and very keen to learn. She was the only one who would consistently practise cooking the recipes we’d made in class at home, to make sure she mastered them. Lots of people didn’t like her, but everyone would admit that much. However much she stuck out, she was never asked to leave.’

Chizu spoke of Kajii as if talking about a girl she’d been at school with. Even if she didn’t seem friendly towards her, there was no whiff of malice in her words.

‘She looked as though she were really enjoying herself in the lessons. Sometimes she seemed to get so revved up that she’d come over a bit strange, clinging to me in a way that became annoying. I guess she was probably very lonely, starved of friends of her own age and conversation on an equal footing. People found her difficult, but I – this is a secret, okay? Sometimes I found her sweet, in her own way. It must have been so dull for her, hanging out with old men all the time to earn a living. They didn’t go to work, her men. It must have been exhausting. Like nursing someone, twenty-four seven.’

‘Nursing someone . . .’

‘And then one day, in the autumn, Madame suggested that as a special treat the following lesson we’d make whatever meals people wanted. It didn’t matter what cuisine it was – Chinese, Italian, Japanese, Vietnamese, anything would do. Someone made a request that Kajii vehemently objected to, saying that it wasn’t suitable for Le Salon de Miyuko, it wasn’t in the spirit of French cuisine and so on. We were all so excited by the plan, though, we didn’t take much notice. Maybe that wasn’t particularly mature of us. Anyway, we took a vote, and the majority went for the idea. And Kajii suddenly kicked off, shouting and saying all this crazy stuff. We were stunned.’

Chizu paused, looked around her and lowered her voice.

‘I don’t think the police know about this. Madame didn’t want us to be the subject of any more curiosity. Anyway, she marched over to the kitchen, and tipped over a pot of fond de veau that was sitting on the hob, covering the floor in steaming brown liquid. She threw the heatproof glass containers on the floor, making a huge racket and sending pieces of glass flying. Everyone screeched, and Madame went to call the police. But Kajii saw her reaching for the phone on the wall, and fled out of the back entrance. Nobody went after her. We just set about slowly but steadily clearing up the mess she’d made. We had no idea what was going on, and we were tired, and frightened. She didn’t come back after that. Not all that long after, we heard about the case on the news.’

Chizu turned over her hands and inspected her fingernails. In today’s lesson, she’d been tasked with peeling the skins of red peppers that had been chargrilled to a rich black, and she hadn’t managed to get all the dirt out.

‘I’ve said too much, probably. It must be shocking to hear. I really do get the sense we’re quite similar, you and I.’

‘Yes, you’re right. I really related to what you said about your working environment, and the way people there think.’

‘I’m also the kind who throws myself headlong into my work. It’s only since I’ve started coming to these lessons that I’ve begun to understand the power of combining different ingredients, and of leaving a dish to develop for a while if the taste isn’t working yet.’ Saying this, Chizu gave a bashful smile. Rika was the same. By experi-menting during the lessons, she wanted to learn how to create meals that tasted uniquely hers. She hoped that Reiko wished the same for her.

The classic and the new, the bitter and the sweet, the costly and the easy-to-come-by seasonal ingredients, the soft and the hard, the powerful and the delicate – she wanted to include anything that appealed to her, trusting in her instincts as she combined things. That was the true pleasure of cooking and, it seemed to Rika, a route to enriching her life. Quite possibly, it was in this that true style, flexibility and wisdom lay. Kajii was a talented cook, faithful to the basics, but the art of innovative combination was beyond her. She could only do extremes, only black or white. Did she ever tire of herself, despair of herself for being that way?

Kajii had been arrested two months after quitting Le Salon de Miyuko. Her men had been dying off, one by one, since she’d begun attending. I began cooking for myself, she’d said. In other words, she’d begun focusing the phenomenal energy that all this time she’d been pouring on them on herself, and the men who’d been so hungry for her attention had stopped taking care of themselves, and strayed towards death – if that were the case, Rika could understand it.

‘What was the dish that Kajii objected to? Do you remember?’

‘Oh, did I not say? It was roast turkey, though the lesson was still a little while off Thanksgiving. They eat turkey in France, of course, but I guess in Japan the associations with the US and the UK are stronger. There are lots of embassies in this area, and supermarkets catering to foreign people. I think someone discovered one that sold frozen turkeys and said they wanted to try cooking one, and everyone else got on board. We wanted to create one of those roast turkeys like you see in pictures of Thanksgiving dinners.’

Chizu looked out at the street beyond the window. The cherry blossom was approaching full bloom, and the air tonight seemed almost white.

The roast turkey as it existed in Rika’s imagination was sizzling hot, gleaming all over with a golden sheen thanks to its coatings of butter, singed here and there to an aromatic dark brown. This unfamiliar dish somehow corresponded perfectly with the features of Rika’s vision of an ideal life: a radical improvement in her cooking skills, an affluent, full life, a warm household where people came together . . . But no, what it really symbolised, she thought, was something you make on your own, and give with generosity to your loved ones – not so unlike a safe space.

Surely, it had signified something similar to Chizu, too. But maybe for Kajii the turkey had meant something different. Maybe for her, it had held the diametrically opposite meaning.

Rika was becoming able to gesture towards the contours of what it was that she wanted, even if they were still vague. Attending the cooking lessons was making her more sensitive to smells, textures and temperatures.

She was starting to get the hang of it. She just had to keep going a little bit further.

When she looked up at Tokyo Tower on her way home, she found it glinting as if smeared with animal fat. The fat flowed from it, becoming luminescent trails that lit up the spring night.





Chapter Fourteen

The nights were still chilly, and Rika wore her trenchcoat out in the evening, but the days were warm enough that she’d be sweating even in a light jumper.

Rika now weighed 59 kilos – 10 kilos heavier than when she’d first started covering the Kajii case.

Now that there was no chance of her appearing slim however hard she tried, she had resolved to wear whatever she wanted. Today she wore a jumper of an acid-green shade like apple sherbet, which she’d bought in a sale but always thought too girly for her, complete with a brooch that her mother had given her. She was still perpetually short of sleep, but her hair and skin looked more lustrous. Was that the result of a better diet?

Now, looking out the window, her estate agent said, ‘It’s the perfect spot for a hanami picnic. You’ve got shops selling nice ready-made food in the arcade nearby, so you wouldn’t even need to prepare.’

A constant stream of pale petals from the cherry trees in full bloom outside the window floated down onto the puddles on the ground, blanketing them. In the end, the cherry trees had bloomed later than expected, so the hanami parties with work people that had been arranged for the end of March hadn’t been the liveliest of affairs.

For a time, the two women said nothing, gazing down together at the park below. Encircled by the cherry trees sat several groups of mothers and children on small picnic sheets spread with grilled chicken and bento boxes.

The property Rika was viewing was a three-bedroomed apartment with a large open-plan kitchen, built some thirty years earlier. It was a fair walk from the nearest station, but it was of a price that meant Rika would feasibly be able to eventually pay off her mortgage, even if she took early retirement. If Rika’s ideas about getting her own place were starting to assume a tinge of reality, it had a lot to do with her estate agent, Hatoko Yamamura, sister of Tokio Yamamura.

The information Kitamura had provided about Kajii’s victim’s sister had led Rika to an estate agency in Nishi-Shinjuku. In the third-floor office of a tall, narrow building, with a water cooler that gurgled loudly placed in the entrance, she’d asked for Hatoko Yamamura. As she was explaining to the young male employee that she was a single woman looking for a property with as many rooms as possible, and that she’d heard Hatoko was great to work with, the woman herself had poked her head round a door at the back of the office. With hot water from the dispenser, she’d made them weak matcha tea. From that point on, they’d been meeting once every four or so days, when Rika found space in her working schedule. Today was their third appointment.

Rika had given her real name and profession, but Hatoko showed no sign of suspicion. Perhaps she could tell that Rika was truly interested in the properties, and wasn’t pretending.

Attempting not to lose track of her real objective in all of this, Rika would sneak looks at the side of Hatoko’s face, trying to imagine what it must be like to have a member of your family stolen away permanently by a woman like Kajii.

‘It’s amazing that you manage to cook properly, when you’re so busy with work.’

At Hatoko’s comment, which seemed to come from genuine admiration rather than a wish to flatter, Rika snapped back to herself. Without fully knowing what she was doing, she’d gone back into the kitchen and was opening and closing the oven door. Hatoko looked at her from where she stood in the living room. The sunlight pouring in through the window illuminated the downy hairs around her mouth.

‘Oh no, I’ve just started learning. But I do think it’d be great to have a proper oven like this. If possible, I’d love a hob with at least three rings.’

Just through interacting with Hatoko, Rika could feel her wishes assuming a more visible form. At first, Hatoko had come over as a little frosty, but Rika was starting to understand that her way of working consisted in listening carefully to what the other person said and not butting in too much, so as to best ascertain their needs.

‘Are you going to cookery classes? I find them so . . .’ Hatoko began, and then shook her head, saying, ‘Ignore me.’

When Rika encouraged her, she said hesitantly, ‘I suppose they’re attended by very domestically minded women, with lots of time and money on their hands.’

She didn’t sound subservient, but there was a hint of resignation to her words. Was she thinking of Kajii as she spoke? Rika found herself attempting to smooth things over.

‘I’m not remotely domestic myself, I just like eating. I’m happiest when I’m cooking for myself.’

Hatoko began talking at speed, as if to justify herself.

‘I don’t cook. I’m bad at it. Since my mother died, I don’t even set foot in the kitchen. My mother wasn’t that fond of cooking either, so when I see someone using an oven, I think, wow! I feel a sense of inferiority, I suppose.’

Despite the personal nature of what she was saying, Hatoko’s expression didn’t change as she spoke. The roughness of her skin made her black hair appear glossy, almost wet, in contrast. Her eyes were set closely together, as were her nose and her mouth. Her thick, unkempt eyebrows cast dark shadows over her eyelids.

She didn’t look very like her baby-faced brother, Kajii’s victim, who seemed to be pouting in every photo taken of him. Rika had heard that the mother had been overprotective of her son, but what had her relationship been like with her daughter – his older sister? Rika got the sense that Hatoko may have been very capable from a young age, the kind who thought nothing of taking care of herself. Rika attempted to change the subject.

‘I’d like to have as many rooms as possible. It doesn’t matter if they’re small. When my grandfather dies, my mother might want to come and live with me. I’d like to make the place into a kind of refuge that people around me can use.’

‘A refuge?’

‘Yes, a lot of my friends, both male and female, get quite lonely. Sorry, I know that’s quite a particular ask. But that’s the main reason I want to buy a place of my own.’

Rika was surprised to hear herself referring to Shinoi as a friend, and yet it felt right. Of late, they hadn’t been talking about news items, and all his tip-offs had been going to Kitamura.

‘One day I might need to rely on them, so I want to help them out while I still can. When I was in middle school, I found my father’s body in the apartment where he was living by himself, and I can’t shake off the feeling that I’m going to die alone as well.’

‘He died alone?’ Hatoko murmured, then fell silent. Rika knew that she had abandoned her former career as a result of what happened to her brother.

Rika wondered whether she’d be able to carry on working at Shūmeisha in the long-term. Thanks to the Kajii feature, her path to the editorial desk had come into sharper focus. But when she thought about whether she’d have the physical and mental strength to continue doing that job into her forties and fifties, she wondered whether she’d be able to keep up mortgage repayments for a place of her own. She’d decided that when she came to the end of the Kajii feature, she would need to take stock of what was possible for her at thirty-three.

‘I started thinking about those things, too, when I was your age.’

Hatoko tilted her oval face. There was something hard and stiff about her aura, and she didn’t smile readily. But the more Rika saw her, the more she caught glimpses of a different side to her – the sassy movement of her eyes when explaining the plumbing system, or the way she would go after the landlord with an unfazed expression when something in a property wasn’t quite working as it should. Now, she was gazing at a young boy and slightly older-looking girl playing in the park below.

‘I live on my own, and I don’t anticipate that ever changing. I’m really glad that I bought a place of my own around forty. It meant I was able to start using the time I’d spent worrying about it doing other things I enjoy.’

Hatoko’s tone was light, but it was the first time that she’d spoken in this much depth about her own life. The best thing to do, Rika thought, would be to conceal the fact that this had all been part of her research, and slip away quietly from Hatoko’s life.

‘I’ve understood what it is you’re looking for,’ she said now. ‘Rather than a sealed-off space, you want a place where people can come and go, and where you can customise things. An inviting space that can be a point of intersection for lots of different people. A space to rest and rejuvenate.’

A gust of wind blew in from the window. Several cherry petals clung to the mosquito netting, trembling for a few moments before falling lightly to the ground.

‘So it’s okay to think about it in that way?’ Rika said.

Hatoko made to close the window as she replied.

‘As long as somewhere has got a roof, and a place to let the air in, then it’s good as a home. I think a place’s inhabitants should be free to decide how it’s going to be used. When people are bound by rules, they find it difficult to choose a property that suits them. I’ll have a think about what might work best for you. Even among properties of the same sort of area, the layout and the direction in which it faces can make a big difference to the feel of a place.’

Rika was doing the cooking lessons and the house-hunting for entirely professional reasons, yet both had somehow come to soak through into her life. It was just like how, as you went on folding the dough for pie crust, the lumps of butter would all of a sudden cease to be visible.

‘It’s the first sell-out issue in ages!’

When Rika arrived at work, the desk editors’ ears and noses were flushed with excitement.

The issue of the Shūmei Weekly with the Manako Kajii interview as its lead article was making waves. They had received more letters and emails from readers than ever before. It had been talked about online before its publication, and even women in their twenties who would not usually go near the Shūmei Weekly were buying it.

The first part of the six-part feature focused on Manako Kajii’s life in Niigata.

Kajii had been very reluctant to admit to any connection with the man who’d molested her sister, but when Rika happened to mention that he’d taken his life, her attitude had grown more compliant. ‘He protected me. He fed me, enveloped me, and helped me, like a mother should. We were similar, and we only had one another. You could say that we had a physical relationship, and you could also say we didn’t.’ Her manner of speech was as overblown as ever, but in essence amounted to a roundabout confession. When confronted with how, in her testimony in court, she’d morphed this man into a salesman from Tokyo, Kajii pinned her large, grape-like eyes on Rika and said in a clipped tone, ‘He was always vague in what he told me, always mixing reality and fantasy. To a young girl like me, he seemed like a sophisticated adult.’

Now, Rika passed her eyes over some of the emails sent in by readers that a temp had printed out for her.

‘Why does the world get this worked up about Manako Kajii?’

Rika turned around to see Kitamura standing next to her, shaking his head. He had sleep in his eyes and his hair looked still rumpled, a far cry from his usual appearance. Thanks to one of Shinoi’s tip-offs, he had a scoop in this same issue. The illegal dumping of waste by a care home run by a certain izakaya chain was the second biggest article, after the exclusive Kajii interview.

‘I think everyone’s starved of calorific substances. They’re super responsive to anything with a whiff of crunch or excess about it.’

Kitamura looked unimpressed by this answer. Rika felt that he wouldn’t understand even if she were to explain, so she ignored him and returned her eyes to the emails.

She passed her eyes across the criticism that she had known would also come. However conceited it might sound, she sensed that the article’s success wasn’t solely down to the fascination with Kajii as a subject. It was because she’d put in the time, and stuck with it until she was satisfied. Even if that didn’t mean much to other people, she planned to keep on working like that in the future, honing her own unique style. Would that be possible at the Shumei Weekly?

The temp came to tell her that the editor wanted to see her. When she entered the glass-fronted cubicle, the first words he said were not any words of praise or gratitude, but: ‘Can you increase the number of parts?’

‘No, I don’t want to water it down. It’ll be a six-parter, as agreed.’

The editor raised his eyebrows, startled.

It was the first time that Rika had ever pushed back on an order from above.

‘That’s amazing, Kazuko! You mean you practise everything we learn here at home?’ a red-faced Chizu asked as she mixed the hollandaise sauce. She appeared to be struggling to get it to the state of ‘thick and gloopy, with minuscule bubbles’, as per Madame’s instructions. The yellow liquid had been splashing around in the bowl for some time now, sending spray flying.

‘I don’t manage to get everything right, by a long stretch! But I just move on to the next thing without worrying too much,’ Rika replied as she cut off the hard bits at the base of the white asparagus spears. The chicken roasting in the oven was giving off a delicious aroma.

Rika wanted to do everything the way Kajii had done it. In these two weeks, at home she had made all four of the dishes they’d learned to cook in their second lesson. Once every three or so days, she would go over to Shinoi’s apartment relatively early in the evening, and try her hand at one of the recipes. She attempted to reproduce them faithfully the way she’d been taught, without changing too much. The recipes given out in class all served six people, but she found that if she made them at Shinoi’s, where there was always somebody staying over, it would all get polished off. Admittedly, the lamb with orange that she’d made first of all had been underdone, the volume of soupe du poisson she’d produced had been very small, and the crêpes Suzette had fallen to pieces. Yet even when she messed things up, she didn’t stop, didn’t permit herself to be disheartened, but simply moved on to the next thing. The previous evening, when she’d carried the sea urchin with beurre blanc sauce over to the dining table, the others had cheered in a way they’d not done before. Was it because this was her favourite of all the dishes they’d made in class so far that it had turned out so well? She’d also splashed out and bought herself a new apron.

Now, overhearing her and Chizu’s conversation, the other students began to chip in.

‘That’s so good of you to do that! I almost never make the stuff I learn here at home.’

‘Yes, I’m definitely absorbing techniques and knowledge, and I’ve made some dishes several times, but never all of them.’

‘I mean, even if I did rustle up French cuisine for my husband and kids, I’m not sure what they’d make of it . . .’

At this comment from Aki, everyone tittered in embarrassment.

‘One day! One day, when the time comes, I’ll do it! I just haven’t given it my all yet,’ Chizu exclaimed in a high voice. Her hand holding the whisk finally stopped moving and she slumped against the table as if exhausted. Everyone burst out laughing. Madame smiled knowingly, and dropped the white asparagus spears into the boiling water.

‘You should all take a leaf from Kazuko’s book. Practising something immediately after you’ve learned it is the best way to master it. Asparagus is all about fragrance, so be careful not to overboil them.’

Rika now whispered into the ear next to her, which was pink with excitement, ‘You know the turkey you told me about last time – what recipe were you going to follow? I couldn’t find any in my French cooking book.’

Chizu shook her head from side to side, perhaps trying to dislodge some of the hair that was stuck with sweat to her neck, and replied hesitantly, ‘I guess Madame would remember.’

Rika snuck a glance at Madame, who was lending a hand whisking the meringue. She waited until the lecture had finished, and the students were getting ready to go home, then asked her in as gentle a way as she knew how. The instant Rika pronounced the word ‘turkey’, she saw Madame’s shoulders tense up, but her reply was as composed as ever.

‘I’ve got a friend from university who’s been living in the States for a while, with her husband’s work. She had a real struggle at first, adapting the meals over there so they’d agree with her family’s taste buds, and making Japanese food from things she could get her hands on when Asian ingredients were less readily accessible. I was thinking of making it according to a recipe she gave me. I’ve only made it once myself. I had it in a notebook, which I took out and showed to everyone. I think that was when . . .’

Madame frowned slightly. Before she had time to suspect anything, Rika said quickly, ‘Would you mind if I copied that recipe?’

‘Yes, that’s fine. It’s so long you won’t be able to copy it out now, so I’ll lend you my recipe book, if you like. You can give it back whenever.’

Leaving Rika no time to demur, Madame went over to the bookcase on the wall. The notepad that Madame held out to her was covered in brown oil stains. Magazine clippings of recipes for simmered vegetables and Chinese dishes had been stuck into its pages, with handwritten notes in the margins. Seeing how unthinkingly Madame had shared this part of herself, a sense of guilt dug into Rika’s tenderest part.

Rika remembered Reiko’s advice on approaching Kajii: to ask a woman who loves to cook for a recipe is to strike them in their weakest, most unprotected spot. In other words, all this time, Rika had been playing the dirtiest game imaginable.

Thinking to herself that some day, eventually, she would get her comeuppance, Rika slid the notebook into her bag.

Rika had initially been imagining cooking the turkey as an extension of her research, but she soon gave up on the idea. According to Madame’s notes, a 5-kilogram turkey took three whole days just to defrost. Once it was defrosted, you had to prepare it, leave it overnight, and then roast it for three hours, keeping watch over it all the while. The following day you boiled the bones to make stock, and could make sandwiches and gratins with the remaining meat. A five-day long task wasn’t something that she could easily perform alongside her professional duties.

The bird’s hollowed-out insides were stuffed with its other parts, such as its gizzard, heart, liver, neck and even, sometimes, its head. Imagine being killed, Rika thought, having your insides scooped out, and then being stuffed with your own internal organs, your own head. The thought robbed her of her appetite, yet the description of the stuffing made of giblets, chestnuts, pine nuts and mochi rice made her salivate. The description of how you would boil the turkey’s neck to make gravy, something she so often read about in novels from overseas, gave her a rush of excitement.

For once, Shinoi’s apartment was deserted. Rika shut her laptop and headed to the kitchen. She took out eggs, butter and white asparagus. She wanted to practise making the recipe from the lesson the day before, before she forgot how to do it. It was already past two in the morning, and she wanted to make sure she was in bed within the next hour. She’d sleep for four hours, then she had to go and see a government minister in Kasumigaseki.

She melted the butter in the pan. She warmed the egg yolks by immersing them in a bowl of hot water and mixing them with vinegar, then pouring in the shining golden butter little by little. She moved the whisk ceaselessly, making the contents of the bowl whirl round and round. Having observed Chizu’s troubles up close, and learned how to avoid them, she succeeded in producing the fine egg-coloured foam relatively quickly. Her whole hand, from the wrist down, was dancing a waltz.

The tigers in the book, whose desires had kept them spinning round and round until they transformed into butter, had ended up in the stomachs of Little Babaji’s family. Even after their deaths, Kajii’s victims continued to be exposed to and consumed by the curious gaze of the general public.

Rika had stopped believing that any blame lay with the victims themselves. Being sucked into the vortex of Kajii’s ominous power, like she herself had been, was something that could happen to anybody. Thinking this, she went on single-mindedly whisking the butter.

Through her adventures with the quatre-quarts on Valentine’s Day, she’d learned that waiting on the far side of all of this seemingly endless whisking was not stasis or evaporation, but emulsification. If she couldn’t tear her eyes away from Kajii, if she couldn’t stop herself from spinning round and round, then maybe all that was left to do was to grip on to Kajii with all her might, so as to ensure she wasn’t shaken off.

‘Done!’ Rika said to herself and lifted up the whisk. The sauce of warm, bright yellow that came dripping off the whisk was smooth as cashmere.

Rika heard the door open, and then Shinoi’s voice, apparently having seen the number of shoes, saying, ‘Is nobody around today?’ Soon after, she heard the sound of him gargling loudly in the bathroom.

‘Yū’s at a welcome party for the new recruits, and Kitamura’s chasing up your latest tip-off, so I’m on duty tonight. Though it seems as if Reiko’s out. I don’t know where she’s gone, but I guess she might be having dinner with Ryōsuke.’

‘Aha,’ Shinoi said, finally appearing in the room and draping his suit jacket over a hanger. Of late, he smelled less strongly of cigarette smoke.

‘Try this, if you’d like. It’s white asparagus in a hollandaise sauce.’

Rika carried over to the table a plate laid out as beautifully as an artwork, together with a low-carb beer. Sitting down, Shinoi thanked her, and took a long gulp of the beer. He let out a contented sigh, and gently skewered a spear of asparagus with his fork. He lifted it straight to his mouth and chewed vigorously, his throat moving up and down.

‘This is great. It tastes of spring.’ Clearly embarrassed by what he’d just said, Shinoi laughed, avoiding Rika’s eyes.

‘This might sound rude, but I think your cooking has really improved. Until now, the things you’ve made tasted like you’d cooked them well according to the recipe, but this one somehow has a Rika sort of flavour.’

‘What kind of a flavour is that?’

‘Strong and assertive, but delicate at the same time. The kind of taste you don’t get bored of.’

‘I actually amended the recipe this time. I felt like I wanted a tiny bit of natural sweetness, so I added a drop of honey.’

‘Honey, eh?’ Shinoi said nodding and reached out with his fork for another spear.

‘Under Kajii’s influence, I was eating lots of very heavy, orthodox dishes, but recently I’ve started to understand my own tastes better. I like relatively classical flavouring but with an extra something to pep it up – a bit of spice, or something to give a hint of acidity or bitterness. I also really like simple recipes, with not too many flavours.’

‘Sounds like you’re finding your own style. Speaking of which, the article is great. You present her viewpoint and way of thinking just as they are, while also managing to touch upon the background that gave rise to all of this. It’s genuinely fascinating, and has got its own flavour to it that stays with the reader. I guess that’s your style, too.’

Feeling embarrassed, she glanced at him to check his expression.

‘Reiko’s way better at cooking than I am.’

‘Is she?’ he said, covering his asparagus spear with lashings of sauce.

‘Reiko’s face softens a little when she’s talking with you.’

‘I enjoy her company too. She looks so serious, but she’s a real oddball, and fun to be around. We never run out of things to say to each other. I feel like I learn new perspectives on things from her, which is odd when she herself seems to operate with such tunnel vision.’

The two of them laughed, and Rika suddenly understood what it was that had drawn her to Shinoi. She felt she could trust him because they liked the same things.

‘Right. She’s got such a narrow focus, and yet you feel your world opening up through being with her.’

All of a sudden, Rika felt herself tearing up. All this time, she had been waiting for the moment when she could share everything she liked about her friend with someone else. She’d often worried whether anyone apart from her would notice the good points about her friend, which weren’t immediately obvious – if anyone else would cherish them like she did. You could say that Ryōsuke’s way of loving the shiny, cheerful, good parts of Reiko and failing to notice any of her darkness was just his own way of loving her, but you could also argue that it was exactly that which had driven Reiko into a corner. Rika had always wanted to joke around with someone else about her best friend’s reckless tendencies, her self-righteousness, her painful seriousness.

‘I still don’t feel I’ve got my head around marriage, but I’m sure it must be easier when you’ve got an escape. I don’t mean infidelity, obviously. I mean a place that you can go to drink a cup of coffee when you feel stuck. Then your husband could come and collect you. I feel like that alone would be enough. Just because you’re family doesn’t mean you have to share absolutely everything.’

‘That’s heartening to hear. I’ve been thinking recently that I’m going to try and see my daughter.’ Shinoi’s voice wavered slightly as he spoke. ‘One of the conditions of our divorce is that I’m allowed to see her. But I asked to meet her once and she said no, and it hurt me so much that I haven’t tried again. I just hear about her through my ex-wife. I don’t have any intention of trying to be a model father to her, like I did back then. I just want to aim to be a person she can have a cup of coffee with, when she feels like it. Eating here with all you lot, I feel like I’ve understood a bit better what spending time with other people is about.’

As Rika nodded, it struck her that in the not-so-distant future, their little group would disband. Everyone was already beginning to return to their former routines. Shinoi needed to sell this apartment. They needed to move on. That seemed sad, but something new awaited all of them.

She stood up and headed into the kitchen, then turned on the hob. Watching the large bubbles forming and then vanishing on the surface of the water in the pan, she felt Kajii’s reason for objecting so strongly to the turkey taking clear shape in her mind. Caught up in the torrents of boiling water, the asparagus spears were being thrown violently up and down.

‘If you want seconds, they’ll just take a moment.’

She must have looked as though she were away with the fairies. Shinoi stared at her, saying nothing. The second round of asparagus, which she overcooked, was as fluffy and elusive as a spring breeze.

‘People must have so much time on their hands! Are they really that obsessed with me?’ Kajii said. She affected irritation, but her eyes were sparkling with glee. This person simply adores attention, Rika thought. When she told Kajii that the edition featuring her interview had sold out, Kajii became as high-spirited as a child, and brandished her own copy of the magazine, apparently acquired at the Detention House shop. But instead of turning immediately to the interview, as Rika expected her to, Kajii opened it onto a double-page colour spread featuring a young actress. Screwing up her face, she said bitterly, ‘So cheap of her to do something like this. She must be losing favour.’

The twenty-year-old actress was wearing a white sleeveless dress, her bright eyes open wide in an expression that said how impressed she was by all she saw and heard.

She’s forever looking at women, Rika thought. The image of a plump young girl licking ice cream as she stared fixedly at the female cows rose before Rika’s eyes.

‘I came today to talk to you about something else. I heard that, at Le Salon de Miyuko, you stormed out after taking objection to the students’ plan to cook a turkey. I’ve finally understood why it is that the idea was so abhorrent to you.’

Kajii looked at her. There was an uncertainty in her.

‘It seems like you were the only one of the students who’d always practise the meals you’d been taught at Le Salon de Miyuko until you had them perfect.’

Rika hadn’t told Kajii in so many words that she was attending Le Salon de Miyuko, or that she’d had contact with Hatoko. She figured, though, that Kajii being Kajii, she would have already realised.

‘A 5-kilogram turkey feeds about ten adults, yes?’

That afternoon, Rika had had a lunch meeting at Balzac, and caught a glimpse of the kitchen where Le Salon de Miyuko lessons had once been taught. As she looked over, a stout grey-haired man who she took to be the owner-chef was tasting the sauce in a small pan that a young chef held out. The big commercial kitchen contained several huge sparkling clean ovens and drains in the floor. The idea that one person could cause such destruction in that impenetrable fortress was extraordinary.

‘You can buy mini turkeys that would probably be suitable for two people, but then the defrosting and roasting times would be different. It would become a different meal, with a different recipe. You’re someone who wanted to do things exactly as Madame had taught you. Even for someone with as healthy an appetite as yours, polishing off a turkey that feeds ten people would be out of the question.’

Kajii showed no sign of upset at this, and Rika felt her confidence start to waver. Still she went on.

‘The reason you objected was because you understood immediately that even if you learned how to roast a turkey, you’d never have the opportunity to cook it. The other students at the lessons didn’t make the recipes they’d learned because they had in their heads the idea of a “someday” when they’d get the chance to. If “someday” all their friends got together, they’d make that particular meal. But you – you didn’t have that notion of a “someday”. That’s been the case ever since you were a child. However optimistic you make yourself out to be, you can only believe in the things you see before you with your own eyes, the things you can get hold of this very instant.’

Rika stopped speaking and looked at Kajii. She realised that, in her eagerness for the words to hit home, she was adopting the tone Madame took when explaining things to the students.

‘Whatever you did, however hard you tried, you couldn’t have had ten friends over to your house. You had plenty of worshippers, but you could hardly have the men you’d met on the dating sites together in the same place. Your maximum guest count would have been a man you were dating and your sister, which is to say, two people. Or maybe even that would have been impossible – perhaps it would have been too risky to let someone you’d told all those lies meet a member of your family. Even if you were more serious about your cooking than any of the other students, you weren’t blessed with a place where you could do it in the way you wanted to. Quite possibly, the same applied to every aspect of your life.’

Rika shot a look at Kajii. She looked as though she were smiling.

‘Maybe, if you’d had enough ease and space in your life to believe in a “someday”, then everything would have been different. Believing in a “someday” isn’t a sign of weakness or stupidity, and it isn’t an escape either. When you realised that you didn’t have anywhere you could cook and serve a turkey, you felt like you couldn’t breathe, like you had nowhere left to go. You felt hatred towards all those students who weren’t even thinking about their futures, and wanted to leave the Balzac kitchen that very moment. When you realised that what you’d done meant you could no longer return to the one space where you felt safe, you grew sick and tired of everything. Am I right?’

Kajii smiled a wholesome smile without any hidden significance. Rika could understand very well what Chizu had said. This Manako was undoubtedly really sweet.

‘Chizu told me that you’ve got a really sweet side to you, and that you’re a very talented cook. Is she the woman you were talking about, that you thought you might have become friends with?’

Kajii eventually answered in a drawn-out, honeyed voice.

‘What are you talking about? I don’t know who that is. I’ve not even heard the name before.’

Even as she cocked her head, playing dumb, her voice was trembling slightly and her eyes were moist. Rika watched as she pursed her soft-looking lips. Their peach blush transformed to a blueish purple, and the skin on her face darkened.

‘I’ve decided that I’m going to roast a turkey someday. Just for my own enjoyment.’

Rika decided to bring an end to her attack, and try something new.

‘I don’t feel particularly sorry for you, you know. Not having any friends isn’t especially unusual. I thought about whether, if I was to roast a turkey, I could invite ten people over to eat it. I don’t have a large circle of friends, and there isn’t an oven big enough in the place I’m living at the moment. Ten people couldn’t even fit inside my apartment, and I don’t have enough chairs or tableware. So I couldn’t do it. In fact, I feel like the people who can are in the minority. But if I can rent out a big room, and get that number of people together, then maybe I’ll give it a try. If you’re free by then, if you’re out of prison . . .’

Rika hesitated for a moment. An image of the apartment in front of the park that Hatoko had shown her rose up before her.

‘Then I hope you’ll come and have some of the turkey I’ll cook. I’d love it if you came.’

Unable to control herself any longer, Kajii burst into tears.

They weren’t fake, either. She sniffed, and her hands rose to her eyes, trying to keep back the tears that were spilling out. Through Kajii’s fingers, Rika glimpsed her red bloodshot eyes, her swollen eyelids. The painful sounding sobs kept on coming.

If the acrylic screen hadn’t been there, Rika would have handed her a handkerchief from her bag. Even playing out the hypothetical scenario, she felt embarrassed at the thought of her utilitarian hankie, which felt so mismatched with Kajii’s style. She decided on her next day off that she’d pop into a department store and buy some handkerchiefs in a sophisticated floral pattern, of a kind that Kajii would like better.





Chapter Fifteen

The three-digit number she’d been assigned was an alternating combination of a number believed to be lucky, and one said to indicate death.

She’d persuaded Kitamura and three part-time university students from the company to join the queue with her from early morning, but in the end, it was Rika herself who’d landed the winning ticket. On so many occasions in the past she had lined up like this, but this was the first time she’d got one of the admittance tickets everyone was craving. It was a weekday, yet more than three hundred people had joined the queue for sixty-five courtroom seats. Scoring an entry ticket made Rika think that she and Kajii did have some kind of connection, after all.

Around them stood the not-so young women who were the spitting image of Manako Kajii, dubbed the ‘Kajimana Girls’ by the mass media. They wore dresses of sky blue and baby pink teamed with cardigans, their half-up half-down hair held in place with bow-shaped barrettes. Rika felt like she had stumbled into a science-fiction novel where the world was ruled by Kajii clones.

The trees lining the pavement gave out the smell of young fresh greenery, and their leaves dappled the sunlight cast upon the ground. May had only just begun but the air was dry, and it already felt like summer was on the way. After thanking Kitamura and the others and seeing them off as they vanished inside the subway, Rika slipped inside the entrance to the Tokyo High Court. The other men and women lucky enough to get their hands on tickets packed into the lift like sardines in a tin. When they got to the correct floor, Rika was spat out along with them, and waited in a long line to have her bag searched. With a jotter and a pen in hand, she joined a different line, this time to enter the courtroom. Reporters wearing armbands slid past her several times, ducking as if to erase their presence.

The wood-effect door opened, and the line began slowly disappearing inside. Anyone who wished to was allowed to remain outside while the press photographers were taking pictures of the courtroom. Rika stood in the corridor now mostly emptied of people, gazing down at the trees blowing about in the wind outside.

It had been a year since the first trial, and the fervour had cooled somewhat, yet there had still been almost five times the average number of people waiting for tickets. Thanks to Rika’s article, whose final instalment had been printed the previous day, public interest in the case was resurfacing. There was already talk at Shūmeisha about publishing the article as a book. The sixth and final part of the article touched upon what Kajii had felt at Le Salon de Miyuko, how she had behaved, how hurt she had been, and how she felt now, after her arrest and detention.

To write it, Rika had had to forget everything she herself had seen and heard at the cooking school, and reconstruct the events through Kajii’s eyes. At first, Kajii had portrayed the lessons as far more showy than they actually were, and the students as ever so prim, but after Rika confessed that she’d used a fake name to attend the lessons several times and mentioned Chizu’s name, Kajii had become less insistent. After various digressions, she even admitted how comfortable she’d felt there. Generally, when she spoke about women Kajii would without fail turn to insulting them, but her tone became slightly kinder when speaking of Madame and the other students.

‘I asked them lots of questions. That was my way of doing my very best to show my interest and get close to them.’

But she couldn’t altogether stop herself from criticising them.

‘I was the only one who practised what we were going to learn in advance, and revised what we had done already. It seemed as though they weren’t really serious about learning to cook, and they didn’t care much about their husbands and lovers either. Cold-hearted women.’

When Rika feigned agreement, Kajii’s tongue grew even looser. By bringing up elements of Chizu’s account, Rika managed to elicit a version of the turkey incident from Kajii’s perspective: how she’d been enraged by the way they’d decided on what to cook without her consent after she’d shown them such goodwill, and had run out of the classroom. It was Rika’s hope that this portrayal would help disperse at least some of the prejudice surrounding the school.

When she got to the visitors’ gallery, Rika looked around. Staring straight ahead in their allocated seats, the defence lawyers and prosecution all wore perfectly blank expressions, seemingly calculated to cool the excitement of the crowd. She looked for Hatoko but couldn’t see her. Of late, Rika had put her apartment-hunting on pause. Her feelings of guilt towards Hatoko, for pouring so much effort into the search, were winning out after all. Most of those in the gallery were women. She spotted the faces of a few writers, journalists and others she recognised. For a second it occurred to her that all of them, herself included, had come together to inflict an injustice on Kajii. A bitter taste spread out from the back of her throat and through her body.

Eventually the judges entered, and the voice of the chief justice rang out, announcing that the court was open. Then a tangible ripple ran through the room. Kajii had appeared in handcuffs from the door on the left, accompanied by a prison guard. Rika felt a wave of relief. Kajii had told her that she intended to attend the court, but there was no obligation for the defendant to make an appearance at the retrial, and she had wondered if she might, in fact, not show.

Directed by the chief justice to state her name, she replied in a voice so quiet as to be almost inaudible, ‘Manako Kajii.’

After confirming her date of birth in a feeble voice, she sat down alongside the defence lawyers.

Outside the small Detention House visiting room, in this high-ceilinged courtroom devoid of decorative excess, Kajii looked like a giant blancmange. There was a tenacious fragility to her – she was not repelling the piercing gazes directed her way, and seemed sunken into herself, just about succeeding in retaining her shape. Her lips, rosy pink against her smooth, opaque, white skin, were drawn together in a tight bow, creating a dimple on her chin, and her eyes, whose lids looked heavy as if she’d recently been crying, were focused on a point in the middle distance, as though she were seeking help. Her defiant attitude in the first trial, the lack of manners she so often showed, now seemed like a fiction.

Above all, her appearance seemed remarkably slapdash in comparison to the times Rika had met her in the visiting room. Over a pair of leggings, she wore a charcoal-grey dress of a sweatshirt fabric which masked all the contours of her body – the kind of outfit you’d expect someone to wear exclusively around the house. Even from this distance, Rika could tell that she was wearing a sturdy push-up bra, making her think that perhaps the rumour that she wore underwear sent into the prison by her male supporters – of which there were supposedly quite a few – was true. Yet leaving that aside, with strands of stray hair stuck to her forehead, the impression she gave was an unkempt one.

Rika turned her glance on the male lawyer with the well-defined jaw sitting next to her, his long hair tied back. He wore round glasses and his face was dusted with stubble. His way of narrowing his eyes made him seem overly self-conscious, but he was famous for being supremely talented. She had interviewed him twice in connection with other cases.

For the most part, Kajii kept her eyes pinned on the ground, but from time to time she would open them wide, batting her eyelashes and hunching her shoulders forlornly. Only her eyebrows looked as potent as ever.

The lawyer began to read out the reasons for the appeal in a low, mumbling voice.

From time to time, Kajii would turn to him and nod her head, as if in support. Rika stared fixedly at her, feeling much as if she’d just woken from a dream.

How was it that these past six months she had been so mesmerised by this woman? Surrounded and protected by people as she was, she now seemed in Rika’s eyes a thoroughly weak-willed character, incapable of deciding anything for herself. Maybe she was, in fact, utterly lacking in things she wanted to do or to say. Perhaps it was her lies, which had nothing to do with her real wishes and which she’d simply used as a way of getting through whatever circumstance was currently at hand, that had carried her to the place where she was now. Quite possibly, when it came to her online dating and prostitution, she had made no decisions herself, but simply reached for whatever was esteemed by the world. The fact that everything she’d sought was so pricey seemed to support that hypothesis.

All of a sudden, Kajii looked towards the public gallery. The movement of eyes suggested she was looking for someone. Rika tried to catch her gaze, but like a firefly, it eluded her time and time again.

The new evidence presented by the defence was very minor. Four days before he died, Hatoko’s brother Tokio had been in a cafe in Hachimanyama he used for meetings. In a guestbook which the regulars passed around, he had written something hinting at his desire to take his own life – perhaps in response to sensing Kajii’s change of heart about their relationship. This had come to light because the cafe had recently closed, and the owner had stumbled upon the note while reading over the messages from the past ten years. The handwriting analysis had returned the conclusion that it almost certainly belonged to Tokio.

Even including the back and forth between the defence and the prosecution, the first hearing was over after thirty minutes. There was no opportunity for Kajii to speak, and the chief justice called for a re-examination of the notebook. The date for the next hearing was not yet determined.

Along with all the other people there, Rika watched Kajii as she disappeared from the courtroom accompanied by a prison guard: rounded back, swollen cheek glimpsed from the side, dishevelled black hair. Their eyes hadn’t met once the whole time.

She could have invited her mother, whom she hadn’t seen since New Year, to join her, but Rika felt she wanted to come alone. It had been eight years since she’d last visited the Yokohama graveyard where her father had been laid to rest. The graveyard was located in a neighbourhood where her father had lived for several years during his adolescence. For a while now, she’d been thinking to herself that she’d come as soon as the retrial had begun.

Somewhere far off, Rika heard the sound of a ship’s horn. She could see the expanse of calm yet lonesome-looking summer sea in the distance. After checking that nobody was around, Rika began speaking to the gravestone, on which her father’s posthumous Buddhist name was inscribed.

‘I’ve started going to cooking lessons. I’ve learned how to make hollandaise sauce. It’s soft-tasting with an acidic kick, a bit like mayonnaise.’

She remembered his smell, the last time she’d seen him. She hadn’t found that scent – a mixture of old tobacco, the sebum of middle-aged men and sake – unpleasant. It wasn’t a good smell, but it wasn’t a bad one either. It was his smell, her father’s smell. She remembered, too, the feel of his beard when he rubbed his face against hers.

‘I wish I could make it for you. Not at your apartment, though. It’s too dirty. I wouldn’t want to be in charge of cleaning that place. I’d rather invite you over to mine.’

Perhaps she’d been getting it wrong all this time.

Maybe what had been eating away at her father wasn’t loneliness, but rather a sense of shame. That was why he hadn’t been able to ask for help. The reason he’d had such a strong reaction when Rika had told him why she couldn’t go over to his wasn’t anger or despair. He felt ashamed that he’d been treated with cruelty by his daughter, who was the only one he could rely on.

Rika recalled what Reiko had said when she came back to the apartment one morning the previous week and told Rika that she’d seen Ryōsuke.

‘We had dinner in Naka-Meguro, and took a walk,’ she said. ‘He seemed relieved to see that I was doing okay. He actually cried, even with all those people around on the weekend. I cried a bit too, I don’t really know why. It’d been so long since we ate out, just the two of us. On the way home, he invited me to a hotel and I said yes. It’s weird, isn’t it? I’ve only ever been to a hotel with him before we married, and even then only a handful of times, so many years ago. Lying in that bed with him in a totally unknown space, our house, and the question of kids, and us being married and all that felt very far away. I just knew that I was lying next to a man, and that his name was Ryōsuke. It feels dumb to be so affected by the space you’re in.’

As if suddenly snapping back to herself, Reiko screwed up her face.

‘It made me think, you know. I really do disagree with my father’s way of life. I still hate that idea of not wanting to have sex with someone who feels like family to you. But maybe, my parents believed that was the best way for them to stay married. Thinking about it that way makes me feel kind of sorry for them.’

What had made Reiko want to escape wasn’t Ryōsuke himself, but that house by the Den-en-Toshi Line, her hopes for how things would be, and the family set-up that they had built. Similarly, what Rika was afraid of wasn’t her father himself, but that apartment as it existed within her memory. In the yellowing wallpaper and the dirt stains she had seen sadness. In actual fact, it was just that her father was a lazybones and had slacked off the cleaning. Yet she’d used those elements to stoke her terrifying visions. Blaming herself brought a comfortable kind of pain. As long as she believed that she was in the wrong, she didn’t have to worry about forgetting her father, and thereby becoming an even more heartless daughter.

The reason she hadn’t made the macaroni gratin for her father wasn’t because she disliked him and was avoiding him. It was because she didn’t have the confidence that she could clean his kitchen and make a smooth béchamel sauce. Maybe if she’d lifted up his body as it lay there face down on the floor, she might have seen that the expression on his face was one of unexpected tranquillity. Quite possibly her father didn’t resent Rika and her mother. Even if he did, Rika would accept that resentment.

‘Even if I end up dying alone, I don’t think I’ll resent people for it. I won’t sit around waiting for other people. I’ll use my own money to buy ingredients, make the food I want to eat, eat it how I like, and then die.’

Rika turned from the stone and walked towards the graveyard entrance. She was headed to the cafe looking out over the sea where her parents had been on their first date. Her mother would usually look pained when speaking of her father, but when she talked about that day, a smile would come over her face. Once again, Rika heard the sound of a ship’s horn.

Rika was now used to being called into the glass-fronted editor’s office. It was rare for the editor to be in the office early in the morning, though. Lately, Rika had started coming in early and leaving by the evening. Even if it put her schedule at odds with the rest of her colleagues, the number of hours she worked remained the same, and so long as she made sure to attend all the meetings, nobody minded. She no longer stayed on late into the night, as she used to. In a bid not to lose the young female readership they had acquired with the Kajii feature, the Shūmei Weekly was now doing a feature on the grievous lack of available childcare and its effects on parents. Freed from the burden of futile preparatory research and fruitless dinner dates, she felt less frenetic.

‘I just had someone call me up to check some facts about a story that’s going to print as a lead feature in three days’ time. I’m guessing it’ll cause a stir, so I want you to be prepared. For once the person who tipped me off seemed sympathetic.’

With this, the chief editor held out a faxed copy of an article from a rival magazine. Seeing the headline, a blue flash blocked out Rika’s vision.

Exclusive Kajii Interview!

Her marriage in prison and her relationship with her father!

She told us all, right before her retrial.

‘The stuff in the Shūmei Weekly was all lies!’

Discover the sordid truth behind the famous Shūmeisha journalist’s twisted affection.

Rika felt her legs growing soft, as if her entire body had turned to playdough. She pulled up a metal chair and sat down. Licking her dry lips, she flicked through the pages, surveying the topics covered by the article. A part of her had suspected something of this kind might happen one day.

It appeared that Kajii had started a relationship with the article’s author – a freelance editor in his fifties – and they were now engaged to be married.

‘I recognise the guy’s name. Ever since we published our article, he’s been shopping it around to all the other publishing houses. I’m guessing he sold it to the one who offered him the most money. He’s an oddball, a self-important type who used to work at a major newspaper. He’s been banned from a lot of places for causing trouble.’

There was so much new information for Rika to absorb. The letters in front of her quivered like winged insects.

I believe that female journalist from the Shūmei Weekly harboured warped feelings for me. She imitated various aspects of my life: the way I lived, what I ate. I think she was trying to live my life as it was before my arrest. She clearly deviated from the journalistic ethical code. To my utmost surprise, she even confided in me about her sex life at times. Maybe she was trying to impress me with her fidelity to me, but I could only see it as sexual harassment.

‘Is this true?’

Rika looked down at the toes of her loafers. She’d not taken good care of them, and the patent leather was peeling off.

‘It’s true,’ she said weakly. She knew, without lifting her head, that however she tried to excuse her behaviour, the editor would just groan. Though they didn’t want to, her eyes kept on scanning the words on the page.

Her feelings for me were a burden. I don’t dislike her, though – even after reading the article she wrote, which was a bundle of lies. So subjective! My lawyer has suggested I press charges, but I’ve been blessed with this opportunity to speak the truth, and that’s taken away my will to do anything more. She simply had a crush on me, that’s all. In order to get her point across, in order to ratify the clumsy, selfish, man-hating women that the world is so full of, she’s written about the person she wants me to be: a lonely woman full of insecurities who was unable to fit in with other women. That’s fine by me. This article by my husband will be the first time that a writer or author represents me as the woman I really am. I’ve experienced the same kind of misrepresentation many times, from my childhood on. People are attracted to me, foist their illusions onto me, and when I don’t go along with it, when I don’t live up to their expectations, they turn on me, and start behaving in strange, inexplicable ways. I think this will allow the world, finally, to understand that I haven’t taken anybody’s life. I have no end of regret that those men died, and I have so many memories of our good times together, but unfortunately their lives were lost through their own doing. It has nothing to do with me.

Her attack on Rika was only the beginning. Kajii went on to speak about her father:

This is the first time I’ve told anybody this. On that fateful snowy morning, I was actually back visiting my hometown. I didn’t return to my parents’ house, but met my father in a local hotel. I told him that everything I’d been saying to him about my life in Tokyo was a lie, and I was having my lifestyle financed by men. I said, too, that I had no intention of changing my ways. Well, things grew heated, and I said some things I now painfully regret. It didn’t help that I had for a long time been harbouring a powerful sense of vexation with my father for keeping up his fraudulent marriage with my mother, whom he didn’t love. My father became enraged, and slapped me. He wasn’t disappointed so much as he was jealous, the kind of jealousy you find between men and women. What my father felt for me was of a different kind to the affection one feels for one’s family members, you see. We were more like lovers – emotionally speaking, that is. I think my mother was painfully jealous of that. I believe that my father also took his own life and made it out to be an accident, as a man who’d sought his daughter’s love and been betrayed.

Was it because she knew the ominous feeling that pervaded the Kajii house that Rika found it impossible to laugh off this statement as sheer delusion? Recalling that room crowded with dried flowers, and that all-over itchiness that had remained with her for days after, she felt a profoundly unsettled feeling working its way through her.

Maybe I won’t live for all that long. But that awareness enables me to feel a powerful love for my husband. All that I’ve endured up until this point has not been in vain. When I met him, things began going as I wished. This is the first time he’s been married, but he is kind enough to have taken in the child of a relative, whom he’s bringing up as his own son. I feel the happiness of someone who’s suddenly acquired a family. He is one of just a few people who can see me for who I am and understands me, without getting distracted by the clamour of what everybody else is saying.

Rika lifted her head, feeling in danger of choking. She gave a dry cough, and her thoughts finally began to assume some order. Thinking of the ordeal that was about to begin, she held her breath for a moment. When she let it out, it felt like an avalanche.

Rika took pride in the fact that she had thoroughly researched Kajii’s mother and sister, but it was true that she hadn’t pursued the matter of Kajii’s father. This wasn’t out of any lack of interest, but because she had been intentionally avoiding it, knowing that when the subject of fathers came up she would feel it striking against the darkest parts of her. Her article had touched on it only very lightly. She didn’t know how accurate what Kajii said in this latest article was but, regardless, Rika’s failure to probe this core issue amounted to negligence on her part.

‘Her account differs quite significantly from the facts. All I did was to try and draw out Kajii’s own words,’ Rika finally managed to say, although it took all her strength. The article ended with the statement that Kajii and her husband would publish her biography together.

‘I have a good sense of how you conduct yourself professionally, and I let you write the article in full knowledge of what a piece of work this woman is. But I suspect, for the time being, you’ll be on the receiving end of a lot of scrutiny. We can’t send you out to cover stories in the way you’ve been doing. I think it’s best for you to take some time off. I need you to be prepared for your way of working to change. It’s fine for you to go home for today.’

The editor’s voice was gentler than Rika had ever heard it, and she bowed her head deeply in gratitude. She left the building, doing her utmost not to make eye contact with her colleagues. She knew that she had to go and meet Kajii, right away. Even now, a part of her wanted to believe that there was an alternative interpretation for what was going on.

She headed straight for the Detention House, taking a train and then a taxi, doing her best to keep her mind blank. The rails in front of her, the steps, the people she met, all lacked any sense of reality, as though they were images she was seeing on her phone screen.

Before Rika knew it, two hours had passed since she’d arrived at reception. She waited and waited, but her number wasn’t called.

Rays of sun baked the black asphalt.

She stepped out into the road, realising too late that the light was red. A car went gliding past, brushing right by her toes, and her body was instantly drenched in sweat. She made to step back but her body wouldn’t move.

She heard the car brake and her vision began to spin. A dull pain ran through the base of her stomach. She saw the bright blue sky spreading out above her, and the next moment her eyelid brushed against the hot concrete. Fine grit flew into her eyes. At the edge of her vision she could see the colour of blood, which she supposed to be her own, and she eventually realised that her right arm and leg were seized with pain the likes of which she’d not felt before. The shirt and trousers she was wearing had ripped, exposing her skin. She could tell by the vibration of the hot ground on her bare skin that the car had stopped for long enough for the driver to see what kind of state she was in, and then driven off. With her cheek scraping along the ground, she somehow managed to drag herself over to the pavement. The rough, uneven texture of the concrete, the flattened pieces of gum, and particles of dust and grit, none of which she ever noticed when she was walking, made her choke several times.

Smelling an acrid, herbaceous scent, she lifted her eyes to see some chrysanthemums arranged in an empty bottle and placed under the guardrail, just like they had been that first day she’d come here. Maybe the person commemorated by these flowers had lost their life because of Kajii, or someone like Kajii.

Lying curled up on the pavement, Rika understood: this was how Kajii’s victims had died. The thing they had treasured had been cruelly shattered. She had to face it this time: Kajii was a killer. It didn’t matter whether or not she’d murdered her victims with her own hands. Clearly, there resided within her a violent loathing of other people. Rika hadn’t been able to see it until she herself had been struck off. The situation had come about through her own lack of care, but without the damage Kajii had inflicted on her, she would never have sunk this low. There was no doubt that those three men had experienced the same flow of emotions, the same shock. The freelance editor now engaged to Kajii would probably, sooner or later, experience the same sorts of feelings. With trepidation, Rika ran the palm of her hand across her body. Her knees and elbows were badly grazed. Glimpsing the vivid red blood and the exposed pink flesh she shook and looked away. Her blood-wet fingertips were dusted with grit.

Rika thought back to when she’d hurt herself as a child – hadn’t she stared tirelessly at her wounds, as if they were something un-related to her? She felt as though time was flowing slowly around her. She was lying on the pavement, but she felt tremendously calm, as if she were lounging around on the floor of her own room. The blue sky fell down towards her. If she shut her eyes now, she could go to sleep. Just as she was thinking that, she caught sight of the hem of a pair of jeans and a pair of trainers, connected by two slim legs.

‘Are you okay?’

Hearing the woman’s voice, Rika looked up. The young woman with a child looking down in concern at Rika from far above was, without doubt, a person standing in safety on the shore. She wore a striped jersey top, and her cheeks were a healthy-looking shade of pink. Even in circumstances like this, Rika found herself adopting the journalist’s mindset, and wondering what it would be like to bring up a child right by the Detention House. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the washing strung up outside the tall apartment blocks flapping in the breeze.

‘Shall I call the police? An ambulance?’

The woman crouched down and looked at Rika with her bright brown eyes. Rika finally sat up, and looked back at the woman. She hunched over and folded her legs, thinking that she shouldn’t reveal the sight of her blood to the little boy, who was currently hiding behind his mother.

‘I’m okay, I’m sorry. I stepped out into the road without looking at the lights. It was my own fault. I’ve not broken anything. I’ll go home and clean myself up.’

‘All right, but you shouldn’t move right now. I’ll hail a taxi for you, okay? Do you live far away?’

‘In the city centre. Thank you, sorry about this.’

‘Don’t worry about it at all. My son falls over all the time. He’s constantly injuring himself. When he finds a friend he’s particularly fond of, he’s not satisfied until they’ve had a fight and have both got covered in mud and scrapes.’

Perhaps attempting to take Rika’s mind off her injuries, the woman went on speaking light-heartedly as she took wet wipes and a towel out of her bag. Then she stood up and reached a supple arm towards the road and waved, then quickly drew it in with a disappointed face.

‘You’re gonna get a scab.’

Rika now noticed a pair of black eyes, pinned on her grazes. Showing no fear, the boy was bending down and staring at her injuries. His envious look took Rika aback.

‘Hey, stop that! Gosh, I’m so sorry about him. He loves peeling scabs more than anything else in this world. He peels those of his friends as well.’ The young woman’s eyes were still trained on the road as she spoke.

Rika saw that the boy’s palms and his knees that extended from his shorts were peppered with scars, presumably from peeling his scabs.

The boy whispered in her ear as if revealing a prize secret, ‘Scabs taste really good.’

Rika looked in shock at those soft-looking cheeks. The young mother, waving her right arm, oblivious to what was going on between the two of them, finally managed to hail a cab. Rika thanked the woman, who helped her to her feet, and then got in. The doors closed. The smell of air freshener was too strong for the cab’s small interior.

The taxi driver, a man in his late sixties, she’d have guessed, was looking at Rika. To ensure she didn’t leave any blood on the seat, she took out a handkerchief, spread it out beneath her, and sat down again. The sight of the little boy standing beside his mother and waving slowly receded. Across the river, Tokyo Skytree shone even brighter in the distance. Rika closed her eyes.

Thirty minutes later, Rika asked the taxi to stop outside the biggest supermarket in the Kagurazaka area, which had a chemist inside. There she picked up bandages, antiseptic fluid, plasters and gauze. She had no appetite, but she needed to buy something nourishing to drink. She didn’t feel like meeting Shinoi and the others, who would surely already know about Kajii’s betrayal. She knew that once she got back to her own apartment, she wouldn’t have the energy to go out again, or to cook. When she thought about the night she would spend alone, she felt scared, and searched around desperately for something that might take her mind off it. Just then, the white light spilling from the supermarket called to her.

She floated unsteadily over to the dairy section, and found her eyes immediately directed to the small packet with its crisp navy logo exerting enough power to eclipse all the other products around it.

To think that a regular supermarket such as this one would stock Échiré butter! Checking the price, she saw it was less than a thousand yen. Not just that, either, but there was a whole assortment of different kinds of butter filling the display: cultured, aged, salted, unsalted . . . Until just a few months ago, it was difficult to find. Things changed at such speed. For a while, Rika stood still, bathing in the white light of the dairy section.

It was the first time she’d noticed, in her ten years of living in that apartment, the peculiar shape of the ceiling. It looked like a building-block castle that had collapsed. Like the room above and those on either side were encroaching on her territory, little by little. The walls and the ceiling pressed in on her, and the space around her shrunk. She found herself hoping for the day when the walls would cave in altogether, obliterating everything inside this place, herself included. She closed her eyes. She wasn’t remotely sleepy, but she couldn’t get out of bed.

Today was the third day of the seven-day leave of absence the editor had given her. Her most recent class at Le Salon de Miyuko had been scheduled for four days earlier. After a lot of deliberation, Rika had decided to go along. Reiko had texted her several times, saying she was worried about her and wanted to go with her, but Rika had refused her offer, replying that she was sorry, but she’d prefer if she didn’t.

When she pushed the intercom buzzer and hesitantly stated her false name, she heard Madame’s soft voice say, ‘That’s not your real name, is it? Go home, please.’

‘Will you at least let me return your notebook?’ Rika had pleaded, cold sweat running down her back, but the door hadn’t opened.

‘It’s yours now. You can keep it. Don’t come back here again. Please tell Ms Iino as well.’

Her tone was business-like and devoid of emotion. From the silence in the background, Rika felt she could sense the anger of the other students.

It was a perfectly executed revenge. Since when had Kajii been hatching this plan? Had she had the idea from the moment that Rika made contact with her, or when she’d first pleaded to become her friend? Was it Kajii’s meeting with Reiko that had triggered it all? Or was it a consequence of the time when Rika had pushed Kajii away?

The night before, Rika had hesitantly done an internet search of her own name and, just as she’d thought, had been met by a deluge of abuse. Photos from an interview she’d once done for the in-house women’s magazine, without make-up and wearing clothes she didn’t particularly like, had been published online, so people knew what she looked like.

There were more unpleasant comments about her appearance than she’d been expecting. In fact, she found far more comments directed at her figure and her face than opinions about the article itself. The fact that Rika had never thought of herself as particularly overweight or ugly made it all the more shocking for these accusations to be levelled against her. What stood out the most were the impassioned comments about how, as a woman in an industry where you had to engage with the public, failing to regulate her weight and put on make-up was lazy and showed a lack of effort. It struck Rika that this was the same gaze that had been turned on Kajii all this time, and she felt she understood why Kajii would choose to remain so stubbornly within her own subjective world. When it came to appearance, the world’s standards were so harsh that, unless you built thick walls like she had done, unless you continued to affirm yourself with a great tenacity of spirit, it became difficult to lead your life with a sense of pride.

There were lots of comments, too, about how Rika had had feelings for Kajii, how she was projecting and glorifying the facts of her case, and how her love-hate relationship with Kajii stemmed from her own insecurities. Her eyes lingered on a suggestion that she could do well to learn from Kajii’s resilience and wisdom.

What hit Rika the hardest was that these heartless criticisms made by invisible individuals were not all completely off the mark. Rika felt herself to have grown braver in recent months, but that was only a very slight change, occurring within a safe environment which she was lucky to have access to, under the protection of the people she was close to. Really, nothing at all had changed about her since she was at school. With every comment she read, a pain would go shooting through her head as if it were about to split open, and her oesophagus would burn as if someone had tossed a burning splint inside. Yet she carried on reading them for hours. Sometimes, a memory would come back to her – something from her childhood, an expression on her mother’s face, her period of popularity in high school, the various encounters and successes she’d had since joining the company. Joining up the criticism in front of her with those memories, her life up until this point began to seem fictional.

Once she was past the initial shock, though, she began to take a certain kind of pleasure in the situation. The more she was denigrated, the more she felt that her body, her will, and her feelings had all melted away, and ceased to be visible to anybody else. She felt as though she herself had vanished, become just one part of the various episodes surrounding the Kajii case. Spending all that time on her laptop made her feel wired, yet bereft of energy.

She was incapable of contacting Reiko, or Shinoi, or her mother. Three days ago, she’d sent them all a message saying the same thing: she was so busy with work she was having to stay over at the office, and couldn’t see them. She felt certain that if she met any of them, she’d no longer be able to rein in her emotions. She’d crumble and never be able to put herself back together again. She was receiving huge numbers of phone calls and emails from all kinds of people, but she had no will to reply. She knew that she should ask somebody for help, but she also knew that nobody could save her. She suspected that before long, she’d tender her resignation.

Going by how things had been progressing in the retrial, it looked unlikely that Kajii would escape a life sentence. The defence appeared to be pushing the angle that it was Kajii’s sexuality that had wreaked confusion on the people around her, and led the victims to die of their own accord, but to Rika, this strategy seemed likely only to buy antagonism from the judges. Yet Kajii’s way of life, her commitment to remaining true to her own desires even while she wrecked the lives of those around her, was far more fulfilling than Rika’s was currently.

Even if she’d not voiced her feelings to anyone, Rika had in the past been critical of the victims for simply waiting for someone to step in to help them, for being too proud to ask for help.

You should reach out to other people, you should rely on others, Rika had preached to the people around her. Helping and depending on one another is nothing to be ashamed of. But now it was her own turn to be in trouble, she found herself incapable of doing what she’d been advocating. Just the thought of being seen in this state by someone like Reiko or Shinoi, who knew everything she’d done and had been trying to do all this time, made her grow hot all over, so that her skin hurt. How strong Reiko and Shinoi must have been, she realised now, for taking the hand she’d extended to them. Maybe it was in fact them who had been supporting her this entire time.

The last time Rika had spent this long doing nothing was in her early childhood. She was realising she didn’t have any pastimes outside of her work. Her empty stomach would feel hollow, but she had no urge to fill it. From time to time, she’d have a jelly drink. She turned over in bed again and again, trying to rid herself of the ache in her stomach.

As she was doing this her finger brushed up against something rough. She looked down to see her exposed knee peeking out from her sweat shorts. The graze was covered with a red scab of the sort that felt tempting to pick, just as the little boy outside the Detention House had said it would be. Rika sat herself up and inspected it.

Against the white background of her skin, the scab looked like a richly coloured meal of some kind. In fact, it looked quite a bit like bacon fried in butter. She could see why the boy had talked about how tasty they were. When he’d said so she’d been horrified, but before she’d entered kindergarten Rika herself had felt no hesitation in eating her scabs. She would also bite her nails, and if she came across a smooth pebble of a sweet-looking colour, she’d put it in her mouth to find out how it tasted. That had been at the camping grounds in Gotemba by Mount Fuji. She remembered her mother’s face as she urged Rika to spit the pebble out.

As Rika went on caressing the scab, a chunk of it fell off. Holding the broken-off piece between her fingers, Rika looked at it, then moved it up to her mouth and licked it. That clump of blackish blood was perhaps a miniature version of what had formed in her father’s head, when he’d died face down on the floor. All roads led back to her father – her face, this body of hers so ready to put on weight, her way of losing sight of herself . . .

She recalled that milk came from blood. The same must then be true of butter. She licked the blood on the scab again. It tasted of metal and sweat. Feeling a slimy sensation on her leg, she looked down to see a thin thread of blood trickling from the wound, though it didn’t hurt in the slightest. Maybe the scab wasn’t ready to come off yet. Watching the dark red droplets stain the sheets, she noticed the room was growing dim. What time was it?

Rika got out of bed. The blood in her body plummeted to her feet and she stood still with her right hand on the bed to steady herself, waiting for her vision to grow lighter again. She tentatively opened the curtain to see the sky was tinted the mid-blue of early evening. She opened the window and a warmer breeze than she’d expected came rushing in. Soothed by this, she headed to the kitchen. She didn’t feel hungry, but she knew that she had to eat. She opened up the fridge but it was empty except for some seasonings and a packet of butter. She cut off a piece with a butter knife and put it on her tongue. Her body flinched at first at its sharp coldness, but the chunk soon melted like honey, forming an unctuous film across her dry mouth. It was a sign, Rika thought, that her body was still producing heat.

She wasn’t like Kajii’s victims. She could get up of her own accord, she could put things in her own mouth. She could taste them, too. She would ask for help.

Rika summoned up the last of her strength. She reached for her phone and found in her contacts list the name she was searching for. She had nothing left to lose. If he said no, that was fine, she said to herself, sending the text with a trembling finger: I’m sorry to ask, but would you mind bringing me something to eat? Don’t worry if you can’t.

Rika knew that to get herself out of this place, she had to traverse the bewilderingly long path towards the light. To do so, she had to line up the lowest hurdles she could find, and jump them. Starting by calling upon the people she felt able to call on.

She didn’t know how long she had been lying down for when the doorbell rang.

Rika opened her eyes. Looking at her phone she saw it was past ten in the evening. The apartment was pitch-black. When she got up her stomach twisted, and she winced in pain. She could tell that her breath smelt terrible. She had had no energy for attending either to her appearance or the state of the apartment. She turned on the light and went to the door, dressed in her sweatshirt and joggers.

The man standing in the hall was a stranger. He had a towel draped around his thick neck. A slightly undersized emerald green T-shirt with a caricature and name of an idol clung to his body.

‘I was at Megumi’s leaving concert tonight, so I came straight over after it finished.’

I thought you’d given up on her, Rika made to say, but she stopped herself.

Makoto didn’t seem particularly concerned by her appearance, taking off his trainers and stepping into the apartment. When he moved past her, a flat paper fan – with a photograph of Megumi’s face – sticking out of his backpack grazed her nose.

As Rika was wondering what he’d brought for her, Makoto washed his hands in the sink and then took out milk, eggs and pancake mix from a plastic bag. He opened the packet of pancake mix into a small pan he found on the drying rack, stirred in the milk, then broke in the eggs.

There was no need to tell him where anything was.

‘Thank you,’ she mumbled, lying down on the bed and shutting her eyes. Just letting a living being inside her flat was the limit to what she could manage. She heard the sound of cooking chopsticks scraping against the side of the pan. The floury smell reached her. She didn’t really want to eat, and she wasn’t sure why he’d brought pancakes, but she was grateful for the simple fact that someone was cooking for her.

‘I’m in such a miserable state, you’re the only one I felt I could ask. I know I’ve got a nerve to be in touch, given the way we broke up. But I needed it to be someone not too close, or else I couldn’t do it.’

She heard the fridge opening. He didn’t seem to have heard her. ‘Oh, good. You’ve got butter,’ he said.

Soon after, Rika heard the sizzle of butter melting in a hot frying pan. It smelt to her like life itself. Maybe because it was animal fat, there was a rough, raw depth and fragrance to its smell, which you didn’t get with vegetable oil or margarine. Rika addressed Makoto again.

‘You read that article, right? I want to apologise to you. My guess is you’re the one that it hurt the most. I told Kajii about the night that we stayed in the hotel. Not in any detail. Kajii went on so proudly about the taste of butter ramen eaten straight after having sex that I wanted to know what it was like. I felt that if I knew, I might better understand her, and so I—’

With his back still turned to her, Makoto broke in. ‘I was definitely surprised when I first read it, and angry too. But I think I realised even in the moment that there was something going on. It was the first time you’d ever initiated things like that. I briefly wondered if the Shūmei Weekly was finally running the “Ten Ways to Keep Having Sex Until You Die” feature. That’s just how you are – everything’s related to your work. The same goes for me, I guess. Maybe in that way we were well-suited.’

‘We really didn’t talk, did we?’ Rika felt a sense of relief flooding through her. As it did, a gust of cool air flowed through her throat, making the back of her nose hurt.

‘I think if we were still together, I wouldn’t be able to let it go, but we’re not. I told you before about that time when I was a kid, and I felt so envious of the cakes my friend’s mother made, right? My elder sister saw that and took pity on me, so she bought some pancake mix and cooked me pancakes. She said that the trick is to make them exactly as it says on the back of the box. You made me a cake for Valentine’s Day ages ago, remember? So this is in return for that.’

‘You say ages ago, but it’s only been three months,’ Rika said in a critical tone, surprised by how hurtful she found his comment.

‘Wow, it really feels like years ago. Coming over to this apartment, as well.’

‘At the end of The Story of Little Babaji they make pancakes out of the tigers that have transformed into butter, and eat them. I think they mix the tiger-butter into the batter. Or put it on top. Maybe they even melt it in the frying pan.’

But Rika’s words got lost amid the sound of the pancake mix being poured into the pan. She heard the noise of the pancake being flipped and sticking again to the pan. After a while, Makoto came over with a plate in his hand. The perfectly round, golden brown pancake was steaming, the maple syrup shining, and the knob of butter on top beginning to melt. She brought her hands together, and said, ‘Itadakimasu.’

With a fork, Rika broke off a small piece of the pancake, revealing its bright yellow insides. The way that the batter with its structure of fine air bubbles and countless little pillars supported the surface layer, burnished to a deep brown, was proof that it had been well mixed. The butter slid around sluggishly. Rika put a tiny sliver into her mouth. She instructed her teeth to bite, and with some effort, succeeded in moving her mouth, chewing the soft, warm pancake into which the salted butter and syrup had been absorbed. Her stomach let out a sound as if it were being wrung. She could taste what was in her mouth, could feel its texture and temperature – that in itself was proof she was past the worst stage. She felt a blockage in her chest, but she forced down another bite. Her throat felt hot and stuffed. She moved her fork again. When she’d eaten about a quarter of the pancake, she reached her limit. Fighting back the urge to throw up, she set down her fork.

‘I realised,’ she began, noticing how sweet her breath was, ‘I was trying to sumo wrestle all by myself. I was going round and round in circles, and ended up compromising both my workplace and my sense of belonging, and hurting the people around me. Just like Kajii’s victims. She’ll keep on winning over people by trampling all over people. Maybe people like her will multiply, and people like me will be wiped out, and then everyone will be destroyed.’

She suspected that, as usual, Makoto would say something optimistic that effectively ended the conversation, but he said nothing. When he did speak, it was after Rika had forced down another mouthful of the pancake.

‘You know Megumi, the idol I support?’ As he said this, Rika realised that it was her name written on his T-shirt. ‘I figured she’d lose weight before her final concert, but in fact she was even chubbier. She looked really happy, though, like she was having fun. She put on a brilliant performance. It’s just like you said – I stopped supporting her because she was being criticised. There were so many people laughing at her, and I became scared of supporting her because it felt like I myself was being laughed at, so I gave up on her. Even though there’s no need to care about what other people think, with that kind of stuff. I was letting other people determine my tastes, without realising it.’

Makoto was talking at an alarming speed. Rika felt stunned, but she also felt relieved. It made her realise that Makoto had had these kinds of conversations with lots of people, even if he hadn’t with her. This was the real Makoto, not the spotless, special-occasion version of himself he’d shown her while they’d been together. Come to think of it, before they’d started going out, Makoto had been the kind of person to speak ardently for hours on all kinds of things, from waste water pipes to classic films.

‘I think that when I saw her putting on weight and becoming a different person I felt left behind, somehow. It made me feel neglected, as though she was ignoring the fans’ hopes for her. But today she seemed to be having a great time. Do you find it gross, to hear me talking like this?’

‘Maybe a bit gross. But it’s interesting,’ Rika said with a smile. She felt relieved that she could still do it – could still raise the corners of her mouth and let her voice go a bit higher. Even at a time like this, she was pleased to hear Makoto speaking at length about the things he liked.

‘I’m really glad I went to the concert. I think it’ll go down in history, and I’ll be able to tell people I was there. And that’s all thanks to you. I don’t think I’d have gone if you hadn’t said what you did.’

‘You know, I don’t know if I’ve been cheered up, or used as an outlet for your otaku ravings.’ As she said this, it occurred to Rika that maybe her relationship with Kajii hadn’t been too dissimilar to that between an idol and a fan.

‘Okay, I’m gonna head off. Oh, this is their CD. Have a listen if you feel like it. The songs are really good.’ Makoto handed her a CD still wrapped in polythene, and stood up. Seeing the mess he’d made of the kitchen, he winced apologetically, but Rika laughed and shook her head.

‘No, no, you go to bed. I’m sorry for calling on you like this. Thank you. I’m genuinely grateful. The pancakes were really good. And I’ll listen to this later,’ Rika said, holding up the CD.

‘Oh, yeah. You know the shorts I left here? Can I take them? I’m going to the Bōsō Peninsula for Megumi’s final tour, and I thought I’d take them with me.’

‘I haven’t washed them,’ Rika said, pulling them from their allocated spot in the closet and handing them to him. Why was it that she’d not thought of getting rid of them before? Makoto put on his shoes in the entranceway and waved. Rika waved back. The door closed, and the room was silent again. She could still smell his smell, but it didn’t make her feel anything.

Maybe he had only come over because he’d wanted to share his post-gig elation with someone. He’d said what he wanted to say, then he’d had enough. Even so, Rika felt grateful, even just for that. It seemed peculiar to her that she’d ever slept with him, or had any kind of serious conversation with him.

If Makoto ever reached out to her in need, she thought, she’d help him out, whatever the situation. She got the feeling that he was going to be on his own for some time. She went back to her bedroom, and inserted the CD he’d given her into the disk drive of her computer.

She glanced down at the half-eaten pancake, which had grown cold and hard. She broke off a piece and moved it to her mouth. There was an artificial sweetness and bitterness to the taste that hadn’t bothered her when they’d just been cooked. The butter which had hardened inside the dough now struck her tongue with a chilly sensation.

The sense of profound excitement she’d felt the very first time she tasted good butter, right here in this apartment, came back to her now as vividly as if it had happened a few seconds ago. Try as she might, she couldn’t accept that the last six months had been for nothing. She tried counting up all the tastes and aromas that she would never have encountered if she’d hadn’t met Kajii. However embarrassed she felt of what she’d been through, Rika suspected that the experience had been in some way necessary.

Glancing down, she noticed that the blood which had run when her scab had fallen off had now started to set. Touching a finger to it, she found it of a jelly-like consistency.

She remembered how the young mother had described her son as someone who felt compelled to start fights with the people he liked the most, who tried to peel off other people’s scabs as well as his own.

To drink in a person in their entirety, to chew them up until there was nothing left of them – that was Kajii’s mode of communication. It was maybe also her way of loving somebody – like peeling off a scab again and again to create a scar that would never go away. Had she not loved Rika, too, even if that love had been of a supremely warped kind?

Looking round the room, she noticed that the walls and ceiling didn’t seem to press in on her as they had done before. The scabs on her elbow and knees were a sign that Rika was regenerating, or at least starting to.

The now-cooled butter left white tracks across the surface of the pancakes like the trails of a shooting star. Blood and butter both hardened in no time – which was why she would be okay. The song playing from her computer was a funky disco track, surprisingly lacking in saccharine sweetness, filling the lifeless room with a humidity and a burst of primary colours that put Rika in mind of the jungle. She tossed her dirty clothes into the washing machine, flung in a gel pod, and pressed the Night Mode button. The quiet sound of the machine whirring and the sound of the young girls’ voices seemed to chase each other round and round, catching up with each other and blending together.





Chapter Sixteen

The rain wasn’t falling hard, yet in the few minutes it had taken to walk here from Shinjuku Station, the water had soaked through the soles of her shoes. This endless drizzle had been going on for some days now, making it difficult to believe summer was really here. The atmospheric pressure today made her breath grow shallow, and she felt herself floating along amid the soft water.

Rika shared the lift with a young Middle Eastern woman who got out at the same floor, and the two of them stood together at the reception. The woman leaned over to take the ballpoint pen first, her clothing rustling as she did so.

By now, Rika could identify that the smell drifting over to where she stood and tickling the base of her nose was a mix of spices where cumin played a central role.

Madame had a fondness for cumin. Rika had been trying not to think about the cooking lessons and everything that had gone with them, but it came back to her now all at once, and she found her senses swimming.

Lately, Rika wasn’t in the mood for making elaborate meals, and she didn’t have the time for it anyway. As if performing a series of automatic movements that had been written into her body, she cooked rice and froze it in bowl-sized portions, peeled and cut up fruit to put in Ziploc bags, boiled and salted vegetables, soaked dried foods in water, steamed chicken breasts in sake in the microwave before pulling them apart into bits and putting them into Tupperware containers. All these tasks were impossible to mess up as long as you kept your hands moving, so she didn’t need to engage her brain as she went about them. In this way she produced meals that she could eat straight from the container without even having to turn on the hob, for those nights when the memories of Kajii would return, making her body grow so heavy she felt incapable of moving an inch, and robbing her of her appetite. Preparing this food was like a quiet ritual that Rika performed, one necessary for her survival.

In the stand crammed full of umbrellas she spotted a blue-grey one with a flower pattern that she recognised, and slipped her see-through plastic one in beside it.

In the low-ceilinged room, tables and chairs were set out close together. Next to the wall stood a row of steaming pans and rice cookers, heaps of fruit and cheese, vegetables whose names she didn’t know, platters of lamb, and small cakes and confectionery items arranged by colour. Stretching out in front of them was a line of people holding disposable foil plates. Young women of university age were circulating the tables, pouring out cups of cherry juice. On the wall was a projector with a slide announcing the purpose of the meeting and explaining key terms. Filled with people of all ages, sexes and nationalities, the space had a home-made feel that reminded Rika of children’s parties.

When Rika was shown to her seat, her best friend – who she hadn’t seen in about a month – looked up at her and pulled a silly face, no particular sign of concern on her face. It had been Reiko who had texted to invite her to an event about fasting, run by an organisation aimed at spreading awareness of Turkish culture in Japan. ‘Try to come on an empty stomach’, Reiko had said in her text. Rika had no idea what it was about, but she’d skipped out of work and, for the first time in a good while, made her way into the city for a non-work-related excursion.

‘It’s weird, isn’t it, that I’d be this stressed out and still not lose any weight,’ Rika said sitting down opposite her. Over the past month Rika had had many a sleepless night, and her appetite still hadn’t fully returned, but she hadn’t lost any weight.

And yet Rika had realised a while back that, even if she were to lose a few kilos, she still wouldn’t pass. However beautiful she became, however well she did at work, even if she got married and had children, society didn’t let women off that easily. The standards were getting higher, and assessments harsher. The only way to be free of it – however scary and anxiety-inducing it was, however you much you kept on looking back to check whether or not people were laughing at you – was to learn to accept yourself.

‘But thanks to all those nutrients I had stored away, I’m somehow still standing.’

‘I’m glad. You look better than I was expecting.’

Reiko herself was looking slightly softer around the edges, and the colour had returned to her face. ‘It’s been so long since I’ve seen you,’ Rika smiled.

She knew that if she could just get through this first meeting with her best friend, she would be past the worst. However she might have exposed herself to the world at her most pathetic, she still couldn’t relinquish the desire to be a prince in front of Reiko. Her stomach clenched.

‘I’m so sorry I couldn’t do anything for you, when you were having such a bad time,’ Reiko said, and stopped. In the space between them, the red juice trembled in the paper cups. The fragrance of a complex mix of spices enveloped them, and an elderly man began to pluck a stringed instrument.

‘No, no, it’s me who should be apologising. I was that intent on supporting you and then as soon as things started heating up for me, I left you on your own.’

Reiko had gone on meeting up with Ryōsuke outside the house and then, when Shinoi had decided to sell the apartment, had finally returned to her life as it had been before. This Rika had heard from Shinoi very recently. Reiko and Ryōsuke had filled in divorce papers, ready for her to file at any time. Now that she knew that she could be free of her marriage when and if she chose to be, she wanted to spend as much time with him as possible while she still wanted to – that was how she had decided to think about the situation.

‘The iftar is the meal that people in Turkey have to break their fast. The point of this event is to allow Japanese people to experience what fasting during Ramadan is like. Did you manage to fast today?’

‘Yes. Although I had some yoghurt for breakfast. I felt a bit hurt when you told me not to eat, because it was like you were telling me to diet. You know I’ve got all these people in the industry and online saying how huge and crazy I am.’

‘It’s not all criticism, though.’

Rika had meant her remark as a self-deprecating joke, but Reiko’s face wore a serious look, and there was kindness in her eyes.

‘Lots of people are saying what a talented journalist you are. There are loads who are on your side, who say that Kajii’s either lying or has betrayed you. Whenever there’s opposition there’s also support, don’t forget. You see, you shouldn’t underestimate the research capabilities of a childless, internet-loving housewife with plenty of time on her hands.’

Reiko’s calm tone of voice, the fact that she wasn’t in any kind of panic, was a source of great reassurance to Rika. She knew that Reiko wasn’t saying this to console her, either.

To conceal how close she felt to tears, Rika said, ‘I’ve got way more time on my hands too. The only thing that’s keeping me busy is running around apologising to people. They’ve not decided what department I’m going to be moving to yet, but for the moment I’ve been taken off any public-facing projects, and I’m just doing admin or research tasks in the office. Thanks for asking me along. It’s nice to do something different like this. And to meet, just the two of us.’

The pair joined the line for the buffet, plates in hand.

The cheerful array of fruits and vegetables, all so much larger and more vividly coloured than those you could find in a regular supermarket, made Rika feel as if she were visiting a market in a far-flung land. She was drawn by the look of the kebabs and various kinds of bread, but it was the rice that called to her the most powerfully. The lamb pilaf, stuffed vine-leaves, and roast peppers filled with pilau particularly caught her attention. The smooth, boiled dumplings with their savoury yoghurt sauce fired up her appetite. At each bite of the bean salad, she could feel resolve rising up from the pit of her stomach. The teeth-tingling sweetness of the small hard pies lit up a honey-coloured light in a part of her brain she didn’t usually use, so that it felt ready to melt.

Biting into the same kind of little pie, Reiko frowned, and said with a slightly troubled expression, ‘Turkish sweets are so sweet, aren’t they? I feel like my tongue has gone numb.’

‘So sweet. But I think I like this approach. Having just one meal a day and having it as a feast must feel so satisfying. I misunderstood fasting. I imagined it to be this painful experience where you didn’t eat or drink anything for days on end.’

‘Right! Have a read of this.’

Reiko spread open a concertina pamphlet, and Rika read aloud: ‘People who are permitted to abstain from fasting are: those travelling, the ill, pregnant women, children, women on their period, people who find their will bending, and people who break their fast by mistake.’

Rika burst out laughing. Reiko nodded, as if to say, ‘Right?’

‘So, basically, anything goes.’

‘Yeah, apparently the thinking is that it’s enough if the people who can do it, do. Whenever you can’t, you can skip it. Apparently you can give zakat to compensate for the days that you didn’t manage it. Ramadan is about creating an understanding of the feelings of the underprivileged, and the aim isn’t hardship or reducing consumption. There are a lot of misunderstandings about Islam in contemporary society. This event has been created to promote understanding of religious teachings in Turkey.’

‘Wow. It’s enough if the people who can do it, do . . .’

‘You could say that about everything, right? Which is why, Rika . . .’

Reiko leaned forward a little in her chair. Pointing to a line written in the pamphlet, she intoned, ‘“Allah desireth for you ease; He desireth not hardship for you.”’

‘“Allah desireth for you ease, He desireth not hardship for you”,’ Rika repeated.

‘Right. If God exists, He wouldn’t take joy or satisfaction in the sight of suffering. Which means, you don’t have to get through everything alone. You don’t have to always be growing as a person either. The far more important thing is just to get through the day.’

Unprompted, Rika thought to herself, not for the first time, that she really liked the way Reiko looked. Reiko was made up of things that Rika herself didn’t have. She was sweet and soft-looking, but she was enhanced by a dusting of pungent and bitter spices. She was like a strong-smelling, rich-flavoured petit four, which no recipe in the world could teach you how to make.

‘This week I’m starting couples counselling with Ryōsuke, at the university hospital. We’ve given up trying to do everything by ourselves, and worrying about what other couples do and what we should be doing. Ryōsuke says he wants to try and create some escape routes for us, so that we don’t feel driven into the ground by one another. I don’t know if it’ll work, but one thing I do know is that I’m not embarrassed any more about the fact that we’ve been having problems. I want to get help. It’s going to cost money, so I might end up asking my parents. From now on, I’m going to stop thinking that asking for their support means admitting defeat, or taking advantage, or being sneaky, or any of that. My parents seem a bit bewildered by everything that’s happened, but they say they want to hear what we’ve got to say, so I’m going to take Ryōsuke to meet them for the first time. Oh, and I’ve decided to take up a part-time job doing accounting for the Chinese pharmacist nearby. I figure it’ll be a good way for me to learn about herbology. Don’t worry, I’m not going to get carried away again. I’ve started to think that even if it turns out I can’t have kids, I’ll be okay with that.’

Rika nodded, saying nothing, but inside she was telling Reiko what a good idea she thought that all was.

‘You’ve not messed up in any way, Rika, and I don’t think you’ve done anything as shameful as I have. Anybody would end up like you if they got involved with a woman like Kajii. I reckon every woman ends up being hurt by her, and every man ends up dying. Just look at me.’

With a silly gesture, Reiko flung her arms wide apart.

‘Thank you, for saying all that.’

In a casual tone, as if speaking about an old classmate, Reiko went on, ‘What did we do wrong, do you think? Women like that really get under my skin, however much I try not to let them. Learning that Kajii wanted female friends comes as a kind of relief. Chizu said the same to me.’

‘Wait, are you in touch with her?’ Rika asked, surprised.

Reiko took a sip of her cherry juice and exhaled a burst of sweet-sour air.

‘Yep. I’ve told her my real name, too, and about my connection with you, and where I’m from. I felt like I had to do that, if I wanted her to open up to me. I mimicked your way of working.’

‘Your communication skills are really something else. You’re way better suited to journalism than I am. She must be so angry with me.’

‘Not really, not any more. I’ve been talking to her for a while, about all kinds of things. My relationship with you, and various embarrassing personal things. Besides, she was worried about you. About whether what happened would have affected you physically and mentally. You know she’s the secretary to a Diet member, in Nagata-chō?’

‘That’s why she looks so familiar.’ Rika thought back to the night they’d been to Starbucks – how she’d sat with Chizu, the two of them dressed so similarly, in the way that she’d do with a friend she’d known for years. It felt like it had happened several years ago.

‘You did well to get in touch with her.’

‘I felt I couldn’t leave things as they were. I got the sense that she wanted me to listen to what she had to say, too. In the end, I think everyone who’s fixated by Kajii, everyone who’s been involved with her, needs someone to talk to.’

Was that because Kajii, more than anybody, needed someone of the same sex to listen to her?

‘Would you like to meet her? Shall we ask her along with us next time? Or is it too soon?’

In that instant, something ribbon-like went sailing across Rika’s vision and she averted her eyes. The fluttering string of letters formed a line of text from Kajii’s blog:

Not long now until Christmas! I adore this time of the year, when the outside world is at its most captivating . . .

Of course! How could she have forgotten something so crucial, when she had read Kajii’s witness report and blog so many times? On 28 November, the day before her arrest, Kajii had written a blog post detailing her plans to cook a turkey for Christmas, and her intention to follow the recipe to the letter. Rika had read it over and over, particularly around the time she’d first started visiting the Tokyo Detention House.

That same Kajii, who had objected so vehemently to cooking the turkey at Madame’s, had written those words just two months later. What had happened in that time to bring about such a change of heart? Was she trying to impress someone? How had she got her hands on the recipe?

By the time of the post, she had left her house in Naka-Meguro and was busy making meals for Yokota in his house in Kawasaki. Rika recalled the small kitchen there, which she’d glimpsed when rescuing Reiko. She couldn’t believe that there’d be an oven there big enough to fit a turkey inside.

‘Reiko, there’s something I’d like you to check with Chizu.’

‘I’d like to buy this apartment. Please.’

The piece of paper Rika unfolded showed the layout of the three-bedroom apartment by the park with the big oven, which Hatoko had shown her three months before. The two sat facing one another at a table separated from the rest of the room by partitioning screens, in the small estate agency in the narrow, multi-storey building in Nishi-Shinjuku. It was after lunch, and the other agents were all out of the office with clients.

‘I’d rather you didn’t make your decision in such a half-hearted way. It’s a big purchase. You only saw a fraction of the buildings I’d planned to show you. I couldn’t get in touch with you.’

The coolness of Hatoko’s delivery and the condescending note to her gaze informed Rika that she had sussed who she was. There was no way that Hatoko would overlook any news on Kajii, however minor. She must at least have been on top of all the information that found its way onto the internet.

‘It’s not a half-hearted decision that I’m making. I have two solid reasons, both entirely selfish. The first is that I want to get a mortgage before I have to give up working in a company. Luckily, I’ve barely spent any money since joining the company, and my mother won’t accept any financial help from me, so I have plenty saved up for the deposit. I don’t want to waste any more time. The second reason is that I want something that ties me indelibly to you, so that I can maybe interview you in the future. I’m a journalist at the Shūmei Weekly – although I guess you know that already.’

As Rika went on, it became clear that Hatoko’s eyes were shielding her emotions, creating a barrier between the two of them.

‘Not, of course, that I think that purchasing a property of 30 million yen from a capable estate agent like yourself will make you indebted to me in any way. I don’t expect you to agree to the interview immediately, either. In fact, I don’t mind if you ignore the idea entirely for the moment. But you know that this is a once-in-a-lifetime purchase for me, and I’m saying that I want to buy it from you. I want to block the path that leads away from being employed, and I need to do it as quickly as I can. Which is why I made my choice out of the properties you’ve shown me already.’

In an instant, Hatoko’s expression grew severe. The angle of the sunlight streaming through the window made the down on her face seem as though it were standing on end.

‘How nice it must be to be a journalist at a major media company,’ she said, as if sickened. ‘Even when you’ve been publicly lambasted, when you’ve messed up people’s lives just because you can, you still have a safety net. How many professions do you think there are like that in the world? How many single women do you think there are in Japan who can take out a thirty-year mortgage when the urge strikes them? Don’t think for a moment that you’re isolated, or that you’ve got it hard. I don’t feel the remotest bit sorry for you, even after everything that’s happened.’

‘I know that I’m lucky. I guess I’m of the same generation as your brother, with similar working hours and salary, and a similar personal life. Maybe the only difference between us is that I’m a woman and he’s a man.’

Hatoko exhaled loudly. Rika was ready be slapped, but instead Hatoko got to her feet, went over to the water-cooler and drank a glass of water. A big bubble rose up in the plastic tank and burst loudly.

When she returned, all of the strength had gone from her face. Her lips were wet. She sat down roughly on the chair, and said in a reckless tone, as if she no longer had any concern for Rika, ‘Do you get a kick out of driving people into a corner like this? There are other surviving family members of her victims, aren’t there? Why choose me?’

‘Because you believe that your brother had some element of responsibility in his own death. At least, that’s the sense I got, reading what you’ve said in the media so far and watching how you work. Your brother was drawn to an extremely domestic sort of woman. I wonder if that wasn’t a source of hurt for you and your mother. I suspect that’s why you’re working in this field. Even after you gave up working for the architecture firm, you took up another job working with houses, from a different angle.’

When Hatoko lifted her head, Rika could smell the sweetness of water from her. As part of the retrial, her brother’s personal life was once again being exposed. His life, consisting only of his work and the trains that were his pastime, was deemed terribly sad. Increasingly, what he’d written in that cafe notebook was being seen less as an expression of his feelings towards Kajii and more as a way of letting out the stress from his work life.

‘What does that mean, anyway – to be domestic? For a taste to be “domestic”, a woman to be “domestic”,’ Rika murmured. She didn’t know whether or not Hatoko was listening. ‘In today’s world, when there are so many different forms the family can take, it doesn’t really mean anything. Both men and women alike are being led round the houses and pressurised by a concept that doesn’t even exist. I feel as though that’s the very essence of this case.’

The water-cooler let out another big gurgle.

‘My feeling of wanting this apartment isn’t half-hearted. I want it because it has a really great fitted oven. Of all the places I’ve seen, it’s the only one with such a big one. I want to roast a turkey, as soon as possible, before my determination dries up. That’s the only thing that Manako Kajii couldn’t make – that she didn’t get to taste.’

‘Can you roast a whole turkey at home?’ Hatoko said, glancing at her suspiciously. Rika could tell she was trying not to make eye contact.

‘Thanks to my time at Le Salon de Miyuko, I now have the recipe for boeuf bourguignon – the same meal Kajii cooked for your brother right before he died. I got it through a student who I know there, and I made it yesterday.’

‘Why are you telling me this?’

Hatoko’s voice was quiet, but it still sounded as though she were screaming. She glared at Rika’s nose. Like this, Rika could at last see the similarity between her and her brother’s faces. Perhaps they had looked quite alike when they were younger, she thought.

‘I heard that he thought it was beef stew, and tried to pour it over his rice. Kajii scorned him for that in the courtroom, but when I made it, I discovered the recipe is basically the same as what we call “beef stew” in Japan. The Western dishes commonly served in Japan are an adaptation, devised in the Meiji era as a way of making European food suitable for the Japanese palate, so there was nothing mistaken about what your brother said.’

‘So what?’

‘Well, beef stew was your mother’s special dish, wasn’t it? You always poured it over your rice.’

Hatoko said nothing, just stared down at the plan of the kitchen spread out in front of her.

‘It’s not only bœuf bourguignon, either. In these last few months, I’ve been going through and making all the recipes Kajii made. I feel like I’ve come to an understanding of what it was that her victims were drawn to in her. What it was she was trying to satisfy in them, and what she herself felt.’

Hatoko leaned against the backrest of the chair and mumbled, ‘Do you really need to do all that, as a journalist? It sounds excessive to me.’

‘Seeing the way you work, I think you’d probably take a similar approach. Just from going to see two apartments with you, I know that you use your own time to walk around the neighbourhoods where the properties are, gaining access to the sort of information that you’d only know if you were a local.’

After a little while, Hatoko said with a sigh, ‘My mother was more or less a single parent, and she was so busy working, she didn’t have time for housework. To assuage her guilt about that, she spoiled my brother rotten, though she left me to my own devices. Whatever my brother wanted, she tried to give him. I told her that Kajii was bad news, but she stuck to her guns and said that if Tokio thought she’d make a good wife, then we should give her a chance. My mother also had insecurities about not being domestic enough. The beef stew she cooked wasn’t the kind you make from scratch, frying flour in butter and all that – she used the roux you bought from the supermarket. But she’d always put plenty of vegetables in, and I think she added in a bit of butter and miso.’

She folded her legs, unveiling her body’s gentle curves.

‘If you ask me, that’s what cooking is about. That’s real home cooking.’

With Rika’s words, an awkward smile finally formed on Hatoko’s face.

‘Why on earth did I tell you all that? I thought I’d learned my lesson.’

‘Will you let me interview you? Thanks to what happened, people now know my name and my face. Perhaps I didn’t manage to see Manako Kajii for what she really was, but I can see the women who’ve had their honour dented by this case, because they’re all like me. Would you give me a chance? I’ll be very respectful of your privacy, and there’ll be none of the kind of rude behaviour that you experienced before. I’ll do everything I can to make sure it doesn’t impact on your work.’

Rika thought she heard a child screeching, but in fact it was the brakes of a car travelling along the Kōshū Kaidō. Hatoko stood up and, using the water from the water-cooler, finally made Rika a cup of tea.

I’m having a small party on the evening of 1 August to celebrate buying a place of my own, and I’m planning to roast a turkey. I’d love it if all the important people in my life would come. Please bring whatever you’d like to drink, and a dish of some kind – home-made or shop bought, it doesn’t matter. I don’t have enough chairs or tables to go around, so please bring a cushion to sit on if you can. Rika.

The first person to respond to Rika’s text and offer up her services was Yū. Usually it was Reiko who was first off the mark with these things, but she seemed so busy rebuilding her life with Ryōsuke that she didn’t have the time to be helping out. Rika felt genuinely pleased about this development.

She asked Yū to accompany her to the international supermarket in Azabu after work.

Reiko, Ryōsuke, Yū, Shinoi, her mother, Kitamura, Mizushima, Mizushima’s husband who worked for an editorial agency, and their young daughter – these were the nine people who Rika had thought of to invite. She had deliberated about whether to invite Makoto, knowing that would make it ten, but in the end decided to leave him off the list. Even if he and she were comfortable in each other’s presence, she thought, the others would feel concerned.

At the top of the escalator leading up from the front entrance, they were met by baskets heaped with dragonfruit and lychees, and enveloped by the cool sweet air of the fresh foods section. It was past ten in the evening, and there were few other customers. Rika could smell oranges and meat. She had heard that the meat section here boasted the best selection in Japan, with creatures and cuts from various different cultures, and this appeared to be true – in the endless rows of glass cases, she spotted alligator meat and what looked like the fur-covered limbs of a large, unidentified beast.

In the frozen food aisle, they found a case extending for metres crammed full of turkeys. Like giant rugby balls, they were shrouded in netting under their plastic packaging. They ranged in size, from that of a small watermelon to that of a sleeping baby. All of them were frozen so solid that they could easily break your toe if carelessly dropped.

Rika saw no sign of the pre-marinated and seasoned type she’d been hoping to find. Left with no other choice, she investigated the unseasoned ones covered in frost, eventually selecting one weighing 5.8 kilos. She’d heard before that turkeys were inexpensive, but she still felt surprised, consulting the price label written in English, by how low the prices were.

The baking tray that came with the oven in her new place was shallow, and she had a feeling that the bird’s juices would spill over its side, so she also picked up a large aluminium tray made especially for roasting turkeys, before pushing her shopping trolley in the direction of the tills.

‘Do you not need to get some ice packs, to make sure it doesn’t melt?’

‘No, it’ll be okay without. It takes three whole days to defrost, so I’m sure it’ll be all right in just the time it takes to get back home.’

Unbidden, Yū was throwing paper plates, cups and plastic forks into the trolley. When Rika looked at her in puzzlement, she said, ‘You’ve only just moved, haven’t you? I’m guessing you don’t have enough tableware for ten people?’

She hadn’t been thinking about tableware at all, she now realised. Yū gave her an incredulous smile, then paid for all the disposable tableware herself, though Rika told her she didn’t have to.

Stepping out of the cool supermarket into the warm, humid air outside felt good. Even when she shared the weight with Yū, the turkey was heavy enough to make her lower back ache. As they were walking along the street, Yū suddenly yelped and then winced. In front of them was a poster for a chain of major bookshops: Manako Kajii’s First Autobiography: On Sale 10th August. Rika recognised the photo of Kajii – it was one often used for PR, but now touched up to make her look far younger and more attractive.

‘I’ve heard that the proofs are already out. I really don’t think it’ll sell. This husband of hers is a money-grubbing, attention-hungry moron, who’s running around trying to hawk it here, there and everywhere. Everyone says how boring it actually is. Not that I’d want to read it anyway,’ Yū said at speed, suddenly furious. ‘You know how subjective everything Kajii says is. If all that’s in there is her own testimony, it’ll turn out like a badly done Harlequin romance novel, I’m sure. The narcissism of claiming that it’s written by “a talented third party” doesn’t bother me all that much, but it’s just so shoddy. Your article was far more real, not to mention interesting, and urgent.’

It had been decided that, once her training was complete, Yū would be working in the non-fiction section.

‘What can you do, though. I mean, she . . .’

Rika swallowed the end of her sentence: has nobody else to listen to her.

Even wallowing in notoriety, even with a devoted man to support her, so long as she continued to bend the truth she would be perpetually alone. However much she shouted and screamed, it wouldn’t change the fact that she was all by herself, and not a single person would accept the words she was spouting. Rika recognised that now. It made her neither disgusted nor sad – it was simply the truth. It was one way of living, and Kajii wasn’t the only one to choose it.

Kajii stared silently out from the poster, her eyes turned directly on Rika. They looked as if they were challenging her: What is the truth, though, really? What is a lie? There’s such a small discrepancy between the two. Given that, what’s so wrong about choosing whichever path seems more appealing to you? What’s so wrong about coating barren, flavourless reality in oodles of melted butter and seasoning it with condiments and spices? That’s my way of getting by in life, which has come about quite naturally. A kind of evolution, rooted in history. Do you really believe that everything deserves to be confronted in its true form? Does this world really deserve to be inhabited, as it is?

‘Maybe Kajimana’s not really a food-lover at all,’ Rika murmured. A plume of exhaust gas from a passing truck now separated her and Kajii.

Yū pulled a sceptical face. Rika picked up the handle of the bag, and set off walking again.

It wasn’t as though Rika was only interested in eating exquisite cuisine that someone had toiled over making. The convenience-store bento boxes and cup ramen that she shovelled down in the office late at night, the cold rice and nattō she ate when she was alone at night, the meals she’d made and stored away in Tupperware containers, not to mention all the unknown combinations she’d not eaten yet whose tastes she couldn’t imagine – she felt just as much affection for all these types of food. She imagined that the future would bring its fair share of bitter feelings, humiliation and fear, but now that she’d known all kinds of tastes, and had come through the worst, that prospect didn’t seem so bad.

Rika looked away from Kajii towards late-night Roppongi, suffused with neon and exhaust gas. A drip of water fell from the turkey onto the pavement. Looking back at Yū to encourage her along, she headed for the steps leading down to the subway.

When she found a seat in the carriage, she rested the heavy, cold turkey on her lap on top of a handkerchief. In the time it took for the train to reach her station, she replayed in her head the voicemail message that Reiko had left on her phone while she was still at work: ‘I checked with Chizu, and it’s as you suspected. At first she denied it, but I could tell by how shaken up she sounded that she was lying. Just like you said, all the students at the school got an invite from Kajii in November 2013. It was around the time that the news of her arrest broke, so everyone tore them up. They didn’t show them to the police either, because they didn’t want people thinking that they were close to Kajii.’

Going back to her new apartment still made Rika feel as if she were on holiday. The lukewarm air as they stepped out of the subway station felt good against her frozen knees. It was more than a fifteen-minute walk to hers, so they took a taxi.

In the park outside her block, the cicadas were just as loud as at midday, and a group of five students were standing and chatting by the water fountain. She opened the door and headed to her apartment up the external staircase.

When Rika turned on the lights in the apartment, Yū looked around with great curiosity. Rika still didn’t own any furniture other than a bed, or any curtains either. The brand-new wallpaper in the large, parquet-floored room shone almost blue in its whiteness, somewhat forbidding. She opened the window and pulled the mosquito nets shut, and a heavy breeze drifted in.

Right away, Rika put the turkey inside the aluminium baking tray, put it on the oven rack and pushed it into the oven. The oven gave a rusty creak when she opened and closed it, and the inside smelled faintly of baked apples. Without a flame, its inside was pitch-black and she couldn’t see a thing, but having established that the turkey would fit inside, her anxiety waned.

Next, she opened up the new fridge. She had taken out the shelves beforehand, so the turkey fitted easily into that wide, ingredient-free space, bathed in white light. Yū’s youthful forehead as she peered in behind Rika was reflected in the stainless-steel handle.

‘Wait, you didn’t buy a fridge especially to fit a turkey, did you?’

‘Yep. The one I was using before was tiny, like the ones you get in hotels.’

‘Surely if you left it out of the fridge it would defrost quicker, and you wouldn’t need to wait three days?’

‘That harms the outer layer of the meat, apparently.’

When Yū was ready to head home, Rika went to the door to see her off.

As she put on her shoes, Rika said to her back, ‘By the way, I wanted to say . . . Don’t work yourself into the ground so that you wind up quitting, okay? I don’t think you will, but just in case. And I’m sorry for getting you to help out with all this extra-curricular stuff.’

Yū turned around and said, as she pushed open the door, ‘I think you’re amazing, Ms Machida. There’s loads of people on your side in the company, even if they don’t say it directly. I really don’t want you to quit. Not over something like this.’

‘Thank you,’ Rika mumbled.

The following day, when she woke up and looked at her phone, she saw a message from Shinoi: It turns out that they did find a rotten five-kilo turkey in her fridge after her arrest, just as you said. How did you know?

Rika didn’t feel surprise. This was the meal Kajii had wanted so badly to make that she’d had to kill three – no, five – men to do it. The meal that ended up rotting away unnoticed in her fridge.

All day at work, the turkey lay in the back of her mind. Whatever she did, her thoughts were focused upon her kitchen. She guessed that Kajii had been the same.

Even while she was staying at Yokota’s house, Kajii had intended to return to that apartment. All that time, she’d been thinking about that turkey slowly defrosting. She hadn’t ever really intended to live with Yokota. She would have a Christmas dinner at her house with her classmates from Le Salon de Miyuko. As a perfectionist with a strong desire to impress, she wouldn’t be like Rika and roast it for the first time on the day itself – rather, she’d have done several test runs beforehand. If she was welcoming Chizu into her home, then she needed to make her cry out loud with pleasure.

As soon as Rika got home from the office that evening she went over to the fridge. A whole day had passed, but the turkey was still heavy as a rock, and its surface was still only half defrosted.

By the end of the second day, Rika could feel when she prodded the turkey with a tentative finger that, although its inside was still a lump of solid ice, its surface layer had regained its tender, fleshy texture.

She removed the net, peeled away the wrapping paper, and saw for the first time its pinkish-white meat. The mound of the turkey’s breast traced a generous curve. Its plump legs, folded together so neatly, gave her a pang of sadness. A red pin stuck into the bird’s flesh was designed to indicate when it was properly cooked. All in all, it seemed just as lifelike as a section of the human body twisted into a different shape, and the feeling she had that it might well start moving and talking to her at any moment made Rika feel as though her heart were ready to break.

She rubbed salt across the entirety of its body, the stubbly feeling of its skin making her hair stand on end. When she pictured herself reaching inside to pull out the head and the giblets, she felt desperate to put off the task for as long as possible. With a snap, she cut the hard, plastic thread with kitchen scissors. Peeling back the layer of skin, she saw the entrance to its dark cavity.

Rika felt a profound reluctance to stick her hand inside that unfathomable darkness, which reminded her of Kajii’s eyes. She stepped back and attempted to subdue her fear. The cavity didn’t seem like it was the entrance to a body that small. If she’d been told it was the passageway through to another world, she’d have believed it.

In less than twenty four hours, her friends would arrive. When she totted up all the things she had to do between then and now, she could feel her vision clouding over. Of course, this whole occasion was happening at her own initiative, but still she felt an enormous sense of pressure.

Stepping forward again and squeezing her eyes shut, Rika pushed her right hand into the cavity. With the back of her hand, she could make out a moist, open space, filled with cool air. With her palm, she could feel the bones behind the meat. A flash of anxiety that she might never see her fingers again ran through her. Her right hand might as well be floating through space, being ogled by various alien life forms. Finally, she found the long, sausage-like neck section, together with a little bag containing the liver, heart and so on. These she pulled out, then gazed down at her own hand as if seeing it for the first time.

She had to marinate the turkey. After reading numerous articles and recipes on the internet, she had decided to make a brine. She soaked celery, carrots, onion and cloves in heavily salted water, and since she couldn’t find any wine, poured in the sake she’d been given as a moving-in present. This mixture she put in a plastic bag along with the turkey. When she peered inside, the fluorescent lights from the kitchen filtered through the polythene, illuminating the bag’s contents. Watching the water swilling around, she felt as though she’d acquired a small, indoor pool. She fastened the handles in a tight double knot, tied rubber bands around the opening, and then placed it in the fridge.

There was no time to rest. Next, Rika boiled the turkey neck in a pan with a bouquet garni, then added in flour fried in butter to thicken it. But the gravy wasn’t finished yet – tomorrow she’d have to add in the juices from the roasted turkey. When she’d done all she could, Rika collapsed onto her bed without showering, and fell asleep.

She slept soundly until past midday, and woke up feeling refreshed. The moment she sat up, a solemn feeling came over her. Finally, the big day had arrived. She folded up her futon and went to the kitchen, only to find that there was water seeping from the fridge. Opening the door, she discovered that, despite how assiduous she’d been in fastening the bag with the turkey in, brine had still managed to leak from it. She breathed deeply, trying not to panic, pulled a heap of kitchen paper from the roll and got down on all floors. Having wiped the floor and thoroughly washed her hands, she took the turkey out of the bag. Its meat was now sticky and soft, and when she held it up its shape changed, as if it were keen to slide right out of her hands and onto the floor. She blotted away the excess moisture, massaged it with salt and lemon juice, and placed it in the aluminium tray.

Now it was time to tackle the stuffing, which she was making with two kinds of rice: regular short-grain and sticky mochi rice.

Rika washed the heart, gizzard and liver that she’d pulled out of the turkey the previous evening and chopped them into small pieces. To this, she added beef mince, finely chopped onion, the two kinds of rice, pine nuts, bay leaves and herbs, and fried everything together. The recipe instructed to add water and boil the rice there in the pan, but Rika feared she wouldn’t be able to get it right this way, and instead transferred the mixture into her rice cooker and set it on the speediest setting. This technique was adapted from a foolproof way of making paella that Reiko had taught her.

Soon enough, steam began to seep out of the vents in the rice cooker. Breathing in the smell of the umami-rich rice mixture, Rika felt the tension building. According to the food blogs and articles she’d read, stuffing a turkey brought with it the danger of food poisoning, because the stuffing came into contact with the raw meat. The important thing in that regard was to make sure that the meat was cooked through – yet if you focused exclusively on that, the whole thing may end up dry. She’d read that so long as you made sure to stuff it just before cooking, not too tightly, and basted the turkey with butter as you were cooking, you would probably be fine, but Rika was very conscious of the fact that she was cooking for nine people. Not only that, but it was mid-summer, and there was a small child. If anything bad happened, it would be on her.

She set the oven to heat, and took a packet of butter out of the fridge to bring it to room temperature.

When the rice cooker played its melody to signal that its contents were ready, she spread out the golden-brown pilaf, its every grain gleaming with the fat of the turkey’s entrails, in a flat dish. Her lower stomach cramped a little with the enormity of the responsibility. It struck her now how easy it was for a woman tasked with feeding others to kill them. She lowered the temperature of the air conditioning.

When the rice mixture had cooled sufficiently, she stuffed it loosely inside the turkey’s cavity, desperately telling herself not to let it touch the inside walls, and holding one bowl’s worth back to be safe. She unwound some twine and trussed the bird’s legs together. With the help of four toothpicks, she used the turkey’s skin to cover over the entrance to the cavity.

Next, she smeared the now-softened butter across the turkey with her hands. The way that the white butter went melting into the skin with the heat of her fingers reminded her of that time she’d given Makoto a massage. It was amazing how easily it melted in. She put the slippery turkey speckled with protuberances like tiny grains into the aluminium tray, placed the tray on the baking sheet and opened the oven.

Lit up by blue flames, the oven made Rika think of the ring of fire in the circus. If she could pass through, she thought, she would be treated to feverish applause. Her cheeks felt hot. Finally, finally, Rika put the turkey in the oven, closed the door, and let out a big sigh of relief.

She had three hours. She washed her hands and sighed once more. She had to ensure that great hunk of meat was cooked all the way through, opening the oven from time to time to baste it with melted butter. If it wasn’t cooked well enough, someone might get sick. Alternatively, it might turn out dry and flaky, and she would feel terrible about that too. To avert the latter eventuality, she had to be very careful and thorough with her basting.

She tasted the left-over stuffing. The mochi rice imbued with the sticky, rich taste of liver was heavenly to eat just as it was. She melted some butter in a pan, did some washing-up, and cleaned around the fridge with an alcohol spray.

Her phone timer went off, alerting her that an hour had passed. Putting on her oven gloves, Rika cautiously opened up the oven. The whole bird was now a light brown shade and its skin had grown tight. It was still far from being roasted, but the juice-laden mass sizzling in front of her had already ceased to be a lump of raw meat ridden with causes for concern.

Rika felt herself immediately calmer. She took out a cake-decorating brush and slowly painted melted butter over the turkey’s surface. The butter was absorbed greedily by the hot meat, vanishing at an astounding speed. Not long after she’d put the turkey back in the oven, the intercom rang for the first time that day. She pressed the button to let her guest in, and washed her hands.

‘Irasshaimase!’ she said as she opened the door wide. It was Reiko and Ryōsuke, along with her mother and Kitamura, who they’d bumped into downstairs. A smile rose up on her face, totally naturally.

‘Wow, this place is so big!’

‘Congratulations on your new home!’

‘Wait, you don’t have a table!? I can’t believe you’d think to invite this many people without one,’ Kitamura said, apparently unfazed by the presence of Rika’s mother. Her guests arranged the cushions that they’d brought on the floor, while Kitamura spread a rug from a Scandinavian brand designed for outdoor use. Immediately, the floor of the living room was transformed into a giant, comfortable sofa. Rika set out the low folding table she’d used at her previous apartment in the middle, and it instantly became somewhere suitable for a crowd of people to eat a meal.

‘It’s a nomads’ dinner party,’ her mother said with a laugh, sitting down with her legs out to one side. Rika felt reassured to see her making conversation with Kitamura and Ryōsuke, both of whom she was meeting for the first time. Reiko arranged the mashed potato and savoury home-made hot biscuits she’d brought on paper plates. Then Mizushima and her husband arrived with their five-year-old daughter, Miki.

‘What’s that yummy smell!’ Miki cried out when she stepped in. Outside the window a summer sunset was spreading out across the sky. Inside, a smell of hot butter and cooked meat, with a far greater depth to it than any chicken, was making its way throughout the room. With cups of wine and juice in hand, the guests picked at the cheese and snacks that people had brought. Yū arrived with a watermelon. The party began of its own accord, irrespective of Rika still stationed beside the oven. Like a doctor’s assistant, Reiko brought over drinks and bite-sized sandwiches for her to eat.

The second time she opened the oven, Rika knew in her heart that it was going to be a success. She bent over as she basted the turkey once again, so that nobody could see inside.

Shinoi, the last of her guests to arrive, showed up fifteen minutes before the turkey was done. Over the intercom he said, ‘I’ve brought someone with me. Is that okay? I’m sorry it’s so last-minute. When I told her where I was going, she said she wanted to come.’

‘That’s totally fine. The recipe’s for ten, so it’s perfect, in fact.’

When Rika opened the door, she saw a long-limbed, pale-skinned young girl, dressed casually in jeans and a T-shirt.

‘Hi, I’m Saya Kamiyama.’

Her short haircut revealed ears studded with small earrings of an intricate design. Rika struggled to reconcile the stories of the young girl she’d heard about from Shinoi together with the very ordinary-looking student standing in front of her, and turned to Shinoi as if for help. He looked both abashed and embarrassed, and seemed to be having difficulties getting words out.

Without looking at her father, Saya went on, ‘My dad told me about your party. I’ve always wanted to try roast turkey. I’m studying nutrition at university – I’m in my third year – so I thought I might be able to help you out in some way.’

So, Rika thought, she was putting her past experience to good use. She knew she shouldn’t stare, but she couldn’t help herself from wondering about the state of the girl’s health. She didn’t seem overly skinny, but nor was she chubby – she looked, in fact, a regular sort of weight. Her wide, slightly downturned eyes had a sad cast about them, but she had an attractive face with black, wilful-looking eyebrows. She wasn’t noticeably similar to Shinoi, so Rika supposed she must take after her mother.

The last time she’d spoken to Shinoi about his relationship with his daughter, it had sounded to her as though it was probably beyond repair – and yet here they were.

‘I’m sorry for tagging along out of the blue, though. Thanks for agreeing to have me.’

‘I’m Rika Machida. Your father has been very good to me. I guess if you’re studying nutrition you must be a good cook? I’m still very much a beginner, so I’d love to learn more from you.’

While the two of them were talking, Shinoi and Ryōsuke introduced themselves, exchanging business cards and bowing.

‘It’s great to meet you. I understand that Reiko was staying at your place for a while. I’m really sorry for all the disturbance that must have caused.’

Rika was surprised to overhear this snippet of conversation, meaning as it did that Reiko must have told Ryōsuke where she’d been while she was away from home. She found it hard to imagine what their time together as a couple must have been like since her return.

‘Not at all, it’s I who should be thanking you. Reiko kept the apartment in good order. As a result, it looks like it’s going to sell for a high price.’

Seeing Reiko and Ryōsuke standing there in front of Shinoi, Rika finally understood: Reiko had been liberated in some way. She’d started laughing and eating more, and led by her Ryōsuke had also regained his generosity. It was clear that Shinoi had played a big role in her transformation. He himself had started seeing his daughter. The idea that now floated into Rika’s mind – was it just frivolous speculation? But even if it were true, who on earth would blame Reiko for it?

The timer on her phone went off, and Rika ran into the kitchen. She took a deep breath and, with both oven gloves on, flung open the oven door. The turkey that appeared before her was a burnished golden shade, sizzling in its juices. This was it – the physical embodiment of the image she’d been painting in her head for so long. It seemed like the symbol of ultimate victory. She would remember this time and time again in the future, she thought, whenever she felt discouraged. The red pin had risen up out of the turkey flesh. Her eyes stung from the heat of the oven.

Rika yelled from the bottom of her stomach, ‘The turkey’s done! Reiko, will you help me add the juices into the gravy?’

She picked up the foil tray whose contents were as heavy as a baby and carried it over into the centre of the room where everyone stood. A great cheer went up, which she knew instinctively to be one of genuine admiration. Everyone’s eyes were sparkling. A few people held up their phones towards the turkey.

‘Amazing! How are we going to carve it, though?’

‘Yeah, I hadn’t thought about that,’ Rika said in response to Reiko’s question. With her hands out of action, she shook her head, then set the turkey down on the table. Her lower arms were cramping with the weight of it.

‘I found a video of Martha Stewart cutting a Thanksgiving turkey. This might do it,’ Saya said, showing Yū her phone. The two were close in age, and they seemed to be getting on well. Saya didn’t appear a particularly talkative type, but when the topic at hand was food, she grew more proactive in making conversation.

Watching the screen of her phone, Saya worked efficiently. She unwound the twine, now coated in juice. The bird’s legs came off first, then the upper part of the breast. Her movements with the knife were clean and efficient. As the inside of the turkey began to show from beneath its crisp brown skin, steam rose up. Rika was surprised to find the flesh was more densely packed than she had thought. Her mother let out a sigh. Its cross-section looked like a joint of smooth pink ham. A pile of different kinds of cuts formed on the plate alongside the turkey, and its hazel-coloured bones were removed. Rika now understood how the turkey’s bones were arranged in its body. The cavity that had seemed endless to her when she’d put her hand inside it appeared very small. The part filled with stuffing occupied less than a fifth of the bird’s overall volume.

The rich sweetness of the butter and the delicious aroma of the meat had expanded to fill the entire room.

‘Martha Stewart is the one who went to jail for insider trading, right? But made jam and generally quite enjoyed her life as a prisoner,’ Kitamura said.

Mizushima immediately responded, ‘Oh my God, she’s the American Kajimana!’

People were having fun, not worrying about Rika. Even Saya was smiling a little. When she smiled her jaw grew round and her cheeks stuck out, so that her face appeared far younger, like that of a child. As the adults were peering with fascination at the video, making various comments, she went on carving the turkey. Rika remembered something that Madame had said once during a lesson: Japanese people have a bad habit of trying too hard when entertaining. We try to do everything perfectly all by ourselves, and that’s why the habit of inviting people round and enjoying it in a relaxed way hasn’t caught on in this country. She had a feeling that her life from now on was going to be a lot easier. She felt the tension that had accumulated from the move and the long hours cooking now draining from her body.

The plate with the carved meat and paper cups of wine and juice were passed around. Kitamura stood up.

‘I think before we say cheers, we should have a little speech from the person who’s put this all together.’

All eyes turned to Rika. A cup of wine in her hand, still mentally sorting through the things that had happened and the decisions she’d made these last few days, she opened her mouth.

‘From next month, I’m going to be writing a feature for the company’s women’s magazine. It’s going to be about what happened to me, featuring interviews with other women whose lives were thrown into disarray by Kajii. I’ve got permission to speak with one of the victim’s relatives, with Kajii’s mother and sister, with the person running the cooking school she attended, and with a few of its students too. After much pestering, the chief editor has finally agreed for me to do it, on the condition that it isn’t published in the Shūmei Weekly. I’m not going to leave the company. For better or worse I’m famous now, and I think I’m going to make use of that fame as best as I can to get by. At the moment, my role at the weekly magazine is mostly limited to administrative tasks. I don’t expect they’ll let me return to public-facing stuff for a while, but I want to stay there, figuring out how best to go about it as I go along. I’ve got a mortgage now, so there’s no turning back. I know it’s not the most convenient place to get to, but I’ve got plenty of rooms, so I’d like you to use it, and stay over if you ever need to, like a dorm, as you did with Mr Shinoi’s place. I don’t have any furniture yet, but I do have three futons for guests. I guess what I really want to say is, I’m really grateful to you for all your support.’

The room fell quiet. It was Reiko who broke the silence.

‘I’d love you to interview me as well,’ she said, straight-faced. ‘You wouldn’t have to use my name or reveal my identity, right?’

‘Of course not. Let me think about it.’

Everyone said cheers, and then fell upon the meat as if their patience could hold out no longer.

‘This is the first time I’ve ever eaten turkey – it’s so good! I can’t believe it!’ Kitamura said, a level of excitement in his voice that made him sound like a totally different person to normal. He wasn’t the only one either – everyone had a compliment for the meal:

‘It’s different from both chicken and duck. It’s flavourful and tender. Lots of umami.’

‘The skin is crispy like Peking duck, but the flesh is so moist and creamy.’

‘I’ve never eaten anything like this before! The stuffing in the middle is out of this world. Did you make it all from scratch? I’d love the recipe. Will you give it to me later?’

Rika was the last to pick up her fork and tuck in to the meat. The first thing she experienced was simple relief that the pink flesh was sufficiently cooked. It had a unique fragrance to it, which made her think of walking along a path with fallen leaves crunching underfoot, and its clear juice filled her mouth. The stuffing of mochi rice, mince and pine nuts, now swollen with all the turkey juice and butter it had soaked up, had a sticky texture and a concentrated richness of flavour totally different to before it had been stuffed, which made Rika feel that she wanted to carry on eating it forever.

‘It’s like we’re having a feast,’ Miki said smiling, her face streaked with gravy.

‘All right, you don’t need to advertise how half-hearted Mum’s cooking is in comparison!’ Mizushima said, wiping her daughter’s face with a napkin, and everyone laughed.

‘It’s a feast because it only happens once in a blue moon,’ Rika said.

The gravy that Reiko had put the finishing touches to was passed around the guests. Rich with the juices of the turkey, its taste seemed to contain the umami from all the parts of the bird. When soaked up with the hot biscuits Reiko had made, the combination of the crumbly pastry and the juice was unbelievably good. Both vanished in no time.

Rika said quietly to Reiko, who had come to sit next to her, ‘It’s a funny thing, sharing recipes. I got this one from Madame, who got it from a university friend who now lives in the States. It was a recipe that was the start of everything with Kajii as well. And the recipes she’s taught me are almost all other people’s.’

Reiko lowered her voice and asked, ‘How did Kajii get her hands on this recipe, though?’

‘My guess is that Madame gave it to her.’

‘Even when she hadn’t been back to the class after causing that huge spectacle?’

‘In order to have officially quit, she’d have had to be in touch with Madame, no? I had to email her to un-enrol us. It was so awkward.’

Why had Madame given Rika her recipe book so readily? When Rika thought the matter through, she felt as though she could begin to understand Madame’s feelings a bit better.

The more times you followed a recipe, the more it became a part of your own body. That was particularly true of a professional like Madame. Which is why the recipes in that notebook were no longer really for her. They were a public item – they existed to be shown to the women who came to learn to cook with her. Even if the school only admitted people through personal introductions, it stood to reason that when you opened up your doors, you would get outsiders like Kajii and Rika joining. Madame had no hesitation in passing on her recipes, not just to her beloved disciples who worshipped her, but to women she would not see again, and had no wish to either. Perhaps she felt some kind of satisfaction in the idea of the recipes she’d passed on spreading throughout the world. It wasn’t a desire for fame or exposure, but a more personal kind of enjoyment and sense of openness. Kajii, too, must have understood that pleasure for her to have given all her recipes and culinary experiences to Rika.

Before too long, there was only a bit of the turkey left. Looking at the variously shaped purple-tinged bones heaped up on the foil tray, Rika thought over the last four days, and a question came to her.

Where had the tigers’ bones ended up?

The tigers in Little Babaji had spun round and round until they turned into butter, but there hadn’t been any bones scattered beneath the tree. Had the bones melted into the butter as well? But no. If the bones hadn’t been found, then it was impossible to say whether or not the tigers were really dead. Maybe they were living on in the jungle to this day?

The same went, too, for Kajii’s victims – nobody really knew whether or not they’d had their hearts stolen by her. Rika had never once seen any proof that Kajii had been adored by anyone – the kind of visible proof that was in front of her now, in the way Shinoi looked at Saya, and Reiko served Ryōsuke his meat. There was nothing left beyond her own version of events.

People were stretching out now on the rug, allowing their distended stomachs to hang out.

With flushed cheeks, which led Rika to think she might be a bit tipsy for once, her mother said, ‘There’s nothing like this kind of post-meal satisfaction. But it’s not so heavy it gives you indigestion, either. It was so good.’

‘Apparently in the West, they use turkey to make meals the day after Thanksgiving as well. You can mash up the turkey with potato, put cheese on and fry it, or make turkey sandwiches. You see it in Hollywood films and overseas novels as well,’ Reiko said. Rika now envisaged the smells and the looks of those meals. She wanted to try them one day, for sure, but they didn’t feel quite right on this occasion. What she wanted to eat next was something completely different. She put a hand to her stomach, and tried to listen calmly to her own desires, to what her body wanted.

‘Today’s meal was really stodgy, so I feel like it’d be nice to do something light, with Japanese flavouring. Dashi and soy sauce, or something.’

‘Cooking turkey in a Japanese style – is that possible?’ Reiko said incredulously.

‘If I feel like doing it, then of course it is.’ The words came out of her mouth naturally. It was only once they were out that she realised how absurdly confident they sounded. Looking round at people’s surprised faces, she felt a flush of embarrassment.

In a loud voice, she announced, ‘If anybody wants to eat a meal made from the turkey leftovers tomorrow, you’re welcome to stay over. It won’t be anything orthodox. I’m going to do my own Japanese take.’

Her mother’s eyes lit up as she said immediately, ‘I’ll stay!’ Rika guessed that for her mother, who was so burdened by caring for her grandfather, staying away from home was a real treat.

Shinoi, who seemed tipsy, said in a far softer tone of voice than usual, ‘I’d like to as well. Although I guess I should hold back, should I? If it’s going to be all women.’

‘Dad, do you have to be so insensitive? Please!’ Saya cut in, and the atmosphere grew icy for a moment. Shinoi looked so crestfallen that Rika couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. Then Saya went on, ‘I’ll stay. This place is close to my university, and I’ve got club activities tomorrow.’

‘But . . .’

‘There’s three rooms, yes? I’ll sleep in the room next to my dad. That’ll solve the problem, right? Would you mind lending me something to sleep in?’

There was something so clipped and decisive about her way of speaking that everyone looked surprised.

‘Are you sure that’s okay? You’re not doing anything you don’t want to?’ Shinoi looked bewildered, and his eyes had grown red, but Saya ignored him entirely, and began clearing up the paper plates. Maybe, Rika thought, if her father was alive and was here, she would do something similar. Maybe she would also have been able to find her way towards a third path, where neither she nor her father were acting purely out of obligation, and yet neither of them felt rejected.

‘It’s fine, I’m not. I’d like to eat turkey for breakfast.’

Her mother, Shinoi, and Saya – it was a combination that until very recently would have been unimaginable, yet now, the thought of those three sleeping together under this roof seemed to make sense. Was it because the apartment was spacious, or because they’d all shared the turkey? Everyone carried on talking, with little concern for what was going on around them. Only Shinoi stayed silent, gazing at his daughter’s profile.

One by one, the guests started to leave, with Reiko and Ryōsuke the last to go. When Rika went back into the living room, after watching from the balcony as the pair vanished into the darkness, she and the three remaining guests set about clearing up. The cups and plates could be thrown away, so it didn’t take long. All the food other than the turkey had been polished off. By the time they’d taken turns to wash, it was past one in the morning. Rika laid out the futons in the three rooms and handed people nightclothes, then they all said good night to one another. Shinoi wore tracksuit bottoms and a shirt that Makoto had once worn, his face flushed red from the bath.

Rika finally was able to lie down on the camp bed in the living room.

She knew that nights like these when she was surrounded by friends and didn’t have to feel alone were a rare miracle. How many years would it be before there’d be another occasion like this? The knowledge of its rarity made it feel even more precious to her. She was reading her book when her mother came into the room wearing Rika’s clothes, her skin gleaming.

‘Do you need something?’

‘No, no. Today was the most fun I’ve had in a while. The people in your life are all so strange and interesting.’

Saying this, her mother looked around the room with nothing in it and said hesitantly, ‘I was quite worried about you, with everything that was going on at work. I’m relieved to see you’re looking well.’

Rika moved the ribbon in her book to mark her page, then sat up. Sitting with her mother like this, it felt just like when they’d first started living alone, when her mother was in her forties. Rika had no confidence that she would be as cheerful as her mother had always been if she herself had a school-aged daughter.

‘I’ve been so tied up in my own stuff that I haven’t been helping you at all. I always feel bad about that. If it ever gets too much, you can always come here, you know? I chose this place so that you could live with me one day.’

‘Thank you. I think I’ve still got a bit of fight left in me before that. If I feel I can’t manage it any more, I’ll tell you. I’d much rather you were doing what you wanted to and looking after yourself, than holding back and helping me. That’s the best you can do for me, as a daughter. I’m going to take care of myself physically, and make sure I enjoy my life. That was what I got divorced for. It wasn’t to make things harder for myself, but to make them more enjoyable.’ Saying this, her mother left the room, looking a little embarrassed.

Rika turned out the lights.

Gazing into the darkness, Rika thought about the meal she was going to cook the following day. She remembered that she had noodles that she’d meant to eat after she’d moved in, as was traditional – they were still sitting under the sink.

‘Turkey seiro!’ she murmured into the darkness. Since her father had lost his temper so badly on New Year’s Eve, she’d disliked kamo seiro, that traditional New Year food, yet now she felt a burst of longing for the cold soba noodles dipped into warm aromatic sauce. The turkey had absorbed lots of butter, which went well with soy sauce. There was nothing so far-fetched about mixing turkey with Japanese flavours.

She would simmer the turkey bones and add in dashi, seasoning the broth with soy sauce and mirin. Then she’d boil the soba noodles, chill them in cold water and drain them. She’d put the last remaining pieces of turkey meat into the hot dipping sauce along with yuzu rind. Ideally she’d have used water celery, but she would make do with the cress she’d bought for the salad, and finish it off with some wasabi and chopped scallions.

Why had Kajii wanted to roast a turkey? Rika felt sure that it was to make amends with the women in the cooking class. Fortunately, she’d been arrested before she discovered that Chizu and the others had ripped up her invitations. Quite possibly, she was still thinking about the students, and about Rika too. What position do I occupy inside her consciousness, Rika wondered, as the woman she hurt so thoroughly – the woman she let in, and then succeeded in ruining?

But then, she asked herself, was I ruined? In the end, it was probably correct to say that Kajii hadn’t even succeeded in doing that. ‘You can’t even be properly ruined!’ Kajii had once bellowed at her, maliciously. The people who had wished not only for Kajii’s ruin but Rika’s as well must have been trembling in dissatisfaction and despair. And yet, however much scorn Kajii might pour on her way of life, which consisted in proceeding clumsily forward, stopping and starting, changing course as she went, Rika no longer had any intention of altering it. Now that she was able to produce with her own two hands what she felt to be lacking, she sensed that tomorrow and the day after would, if anything, be better than today.

She knew that she was brazen. Her journalistic career had been all but ripped apart at the seams, and yet she hadn’t given up writing. She had clung on at the company, used her connections to cobble together a new project, taken out a mortgage, and now here she was thinking about what she was going to eat tomorrow. Maybe in the eyes of the world she was an impudent eccentric, just like Kajii. Seeing herself from the outside for a split second, Rika smiled.

Noodles with a turkey and soy dipping sauce was the first recipe that Rika had come up with by herself and for herself, based on her tastes, desires, and physical condition.

She wanted to invent many more original recipes in the future, and tell someone about the best ones. It didn’t matter if that someone was a person she liked or disliked, or someone she’d never even met. If someone else could experience the journey she’d been on, and the joy she’d felt in coming up with the dish – just the thought of that prospect made Rika’s chest fizz in excitement. She wanted for these nameless recipes she’d invented to go rippling out into the world, changing colour and shape as they went, just like the drop of a hidden ingredient which you added to the soup at the very end. Rika wanted to go on living with a sense of that chain reaction stored inside her.

She wanted to see Kajii again too. She wanted to meet her and tell her that this world deserved to be lived in. Or, no – that this world deserved to be tasted, greedily.

Rika’s body sank comfortably into the bed with a brand-new sense of satisfaction. She’d done it. She’d taken great care with her cooking, and hadn’t made anyone sick. Her labour over the past four days had been rewarded. She pulled her blanket up to her nose, sensing the presence of the father and daughter whose relationship was slowly being rebuilt a couple of walls away.

They’d eaten everything, and all that remained were bones.

Rika closed her eyes, and pictured the shapely hazel-coloured carcass in the fridge. As she was thinking through the steps she’d take in cooking it the following morning, she fell into a deep, delicious sleep.
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